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It  is  one  of  the  singular  facts  in  the 
history  of  literature,  that  the  most 
rootedly  conservative  country  in  Europe 
should  have  produced  the  poet  of  the 
Revolution.  Nowhere  is  the  antipathy 
to  principles  and  ideas  so  profound,  nor 
the  addiction  to  moderate  compromise 
so  inveterate,  nor  the  reluctance  to  ad¬ 
vance  away  from  the  past  so  uncon¬ 
querable,  as  in  England ;  and  nowhere 
in  England  is  there  so  settled  an  indis¬ 
position  to  regard  any  thought  or  senti¬ 
ment  except  in  the  light  of  an  existing 
social  order,  nor  so  firmly  passive  a 
hostility  to  generous  aspirations,  as  in 
the  aristocracy.  Yet  it  was  precisely 
an  English  aristocrat  who  became  the 
favourite  poet  of  all  the  most  high- 
minded  conspirators  and  socialists  of 
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continental  Europe  for  half  a  century ; 
of  the  best  of  those,  that  is  to  say,  who 
have  borne  the  most  unsparing  testi¬ 
mony  against  the  present  ordering  of 
society,  and  against  the  theological  and 
moral  conceptions  which  have  guided 
and  maintained  it.  The  rank  and  file 
of  the  army  has  been  equally  inspired 
by  the  same  fiery  and  rebellious  strains 
against  the  order  of  God  and  the  order 
of  man.  ‘The  day  will  come,’  wrote 
Mazzini,  thirty  years  ago,  ‘when  De¬ 
mocracy  will  remember  all  that  it  owes 
to  Byron.  England,  too,  will,  I  hope, 
one  day  remember  the  mission  —  so 
entirely  English  yet  hitherto  over¬ 
looked  by  her — which  Byron  fulfilled 
on  the  Continent ;  the  European  role 
given  by  him  to  English  literature, 
and  the  appreciation  and  sympathy  for 
England  which  he  awakened  amongst 
us.  Before  he  came,  all  that  was  known 
of  English  literature  was  the  French 
translation  of  Shakespeare,  and  the 
anathema  hurled  by  Voltaire  against 
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the  “  drunken  savage.”  It  is  since  Byron 
that  we  Continentalists  have  learned 
to  study  Shakespeare  and  other  English 
writers.  From  him  dates  the  sympathy 
of  all  the  true-hearted  amongst  us  for 
this  land  of  liberty,  whose  true  vocation 
he  so  worthily  represented  among  the 
oppressed.  He  led  the  genius  of  Britain 
on  a  pilgrimage  throughout  all  Europe.’ 

The  day  of  recollection  has  not  yet 
come.  It  is  only  in  his  own  country 
that  Byron’s  influence  has  been  a  com¬ 
paratively  superficial  one,  and  its  scope 
and  gist  dimly  and  imperfectly  caught, 
because  it  is  only  in  England  that  the 
partisans  of  order  hope  to  mitigate  or 
avoid  the  facts  of  the  Revolution  by 
pretending  not  to  see  them,  while  the 
friends  of  progress  suppose  that  all 
the  fruits  of  change  shall  inevitably 
fall,  if  only  they  keep  the  forces  and 
processes  and  extent  of  the  change 
rigorously  private  and  undeclared. 
That  intense  practicalness  which  seems 
to  have  done  so  many  great  things  for 
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us,  and  yet  at  the  same  moment  mys¬ 
teriously  to  have  robbed  us  of  all, 
forbids  us  even  to  cast  a  glance  at  what 
is  no  more  than  an  aspiration.  English¬ 
men  like  to  be  able  to  answer  about  the 
Revolution  as  those  ancients  answered 
about  the  symbol  of  another  Revolution, 
when  they  said  that  they  knew  not  so 
much  as  whether  there  were  a  Holy 
Ghost  or  not.  The  same  want  of  kind¬ 
ling  power  in  the  national  intelligence 
which  made  of  the  English  Reformation 
one  of  the  most  sluggish  and  tedious 
chapters  in  our  history,  has  made  the 
still  mightier  advance  of  the  moderns 
from  the  social  system  and  spiritual 
bases  of  the  old  state,  in  spite  of  our 
two  national  achievements  of  punishing 
a  king  with  death  and  emancipating 
our  slaves,  just  as  unimpressive  and 
semi-efficacious  a  performance  in  this 
country,  as  the  more  affrontingly 
hollow  and  halt-footed  transactions 
of  the  sixteenth  century. 

Just  because  it  was  wonderful  that 
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England  should  have  produced  Byron, 
it  would  have  been  wonderful  if  she 
had  received  any  permanently  deep 
impression  from  him,  or  preserved  a 
lasting  appreciation  of  his  work,  or 
cheerfully  and  intelligently  recognised 
his  immense  force.  And  accordingly 
we  cannot  help  perceiving  that  genera¬ 
tions  are  arising  who  know  not  Byron. 
This  is  not  to  say  that  he  goes  unread  ; 
but  there  is  a  vast  gulf  fixed  between 
the  author  whom  we  read  with  pleasure 
and  even  delight,  and  that  other  to 
whom  we  turn  at  all  moments  for 
inspiration  and  encouragement,  and 
whose  words  and  ideas  spring  up  in¬ 
cessantly  and  animatingly  within  us, 
unbidden,  whether  we  turn  to  him  or 
no. 

For  no  Englishman  now  does  Byron 
hold  this  highest  place ;  and  this  is  not 
unnatural  in  any  way,  if  we  remember 
in  what  a  different  shape  the  Revolution 
has  now  by  change  of  circumstance 
and  occasion  come  to  present  itself  to 
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those  who  are  most  ardent  in  the  search 
after  new  paths.  An  estimate  of  Byron 
would  be  in  some  sort  a  measure  of  the 
distance  that  we  have  travelled  within 
the  last  half  century  in  our  appreciation 
of  the  conditions  of  social  change.  The 
modern  rebel  is  at  least  half-acquies¬ 
cence.  He  has  developed  a  historic 
sense.  The  most  hearty  aversion  to 
the  prolonged  reign  of  some  of  the  old 
gods  does  not  hinder  him  from  seeing, 
that  what  are  now  frigid  and  unlovely 
blocks  were  full  of  vitality  and  light  in 
days  before  the  era  of  their  petrifac¬ 
tion.  There  is  much  less  eagerness  of 
praise  or  blame,  and  much  less  faith 
in  knife  and  cautery,  less  confidence 
that  new  and  right  growth  will  na¬ 
turally  and  necessarily  follow  upon 
demolition. 

The  Revolution  has  never  had  that 
long  hold  on  the  national  imagination 
in  England,  either  as  an  idol  or  a  bug¬ 
bear,  which  is  essential  to  keep  the  poet 
who  sings  it  in  effective  harmony  with 
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new  generations  of  readers.  More  than 
this,  the  Byronic  conception  was  as 
transitional  and  inadequate  as  the 
methods  and  ideas  of  the  practical 
movers,  who  were  to  a  man  left 
stranded  in  every  country  in  Europe, 
during  the  period  of  his  poetic  activity. 
A  transitional  and  unstable  movement 
of  society  inevitably  fails  to  supply  a 
propulsion  powerful  enough  to  make 
its  poetic  expression  eternal.  There  is 
no  better  proof  of  the  enormous  force 
of  Byron’s  genius  than  that  it  was 
able  to  produce  so  fine  an  expression  of 
elements  so  intrinsically  unfavourable 
to  high  poetry  as  doubt,  denial,  antag¬ 
onism,  and  weariness.  But  this  force 
was  no  guarantee  for  perpetuity  of 
influence.  Bare  rebellion  cannot  en¬ 
dure,  and  no  succession  of  generations 
can  continue  nourishing  themselves  on 
the  poetry  of  complaint,  and  the  ideali¬ 
sation  of  revolt.  If,  however,  it  is  im¬ 
possible  that  Byron  should  be  all  to 
us  that  he  was  to  a  former  generation, 
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and  if  we  find  no  direct  guidance  in  his 
muse,  this  is  no  reason  why  criticism 
should  pass  him  over,  nor  why  there 
may  not  be  something  peculiarly  valu¬ 
able  in  the  noble  freedom  and  genuine 
modernism  of  his  poetic  spirit,  to  an 
age  that  is  apparently  only  forsaking 
the  clerical  idyll  of  one  school,  for  the 
reactionary  medisevalism  or  paganism, 
intrinsically  meaningless  and  issueless, 
of  another. 

More  attention  is  now  paid  to  the 
mysteries  of  Byron’s  life  than  to  the 
merits  of  his  work,  and  criticism  and 
morality  are  equally  injured  by  the 
confusion  between  the  worth  of  the 
verse  he  wrote,  and  the  virtue  or 
wickedness  of  the  life  he  lived.  The 
admirers  of  his  poetry  appear  sensible 
of  some  obligation  to  be  the  champions 
of  his  conduct,  while  those  who  have 
diligently  gathered  together  the  details 
of  an  accurate  knowledge  of  the  un¬ 
seemliness  of  his  conduct,  cannot  bear 
to  think  that  from  this  bramble  men 
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have  been  able  to  gather  figs.  The 
result  of  the  confusion  has  been  that 
grave  men  and  women  have  applied 
themselves  to  investigate  and  judge 
Byron’s  private  life,  as  if  the  exact 
manner  of  it,  the  more  or  less  of  his 
outrages  upon  decorum,  the  degree  of 
the  deadness  of  his  sense  of  moral 
responsibility,  were  matter  of  minute 
and  profound  interest  to  all  ages.  As 
if  all  this  had  anything  to  do  with 
criticism  proper.  It  is  right  that  we 
should  know  the  life  and  manners  of 
one  whom  we  choose  for  a  friend,  or  of 
one  who  asks  us  to  entrust  him  with 
the  control  of  public  interests.  In  either 
of  these  two  cases,  we  need  a  guaran¬ 
tee  for  present  and  future.  Art  knows 
nothing  of  guarantees.  The  work  is 
before  us,  its  own  warranty.  What 
is  it  to  us  whether  Turner  had  coarse 
orgies  with  the  trulls  of  Wapping? 
We  can  judge  his  art  without  knowing 
or  thinking  of  the  artist.  And  in  the 
same  way,  what  are  the  stories  of 
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Byron’s  libertinism  to  us?  They  may 
have  biographical  interest,  but  of  criti¬ 
cal  interest  hardly  the  least.  If  the 
name  of  the  author  of  ‘  Manfred,’ 
‘  Cain,’  ‘  Childe  Harold,’  were  already 
lost,  as  it  may  be  in  remote  times,  the 
work  abides,  and  its  mark  on  Euro¬ 
pean  opinion.  ‘  Je  ne  considere  les 
gens  apres  leur  mort,’  said  Voltaire, 
‘  que  par  leurs  ouvrages ;  tout  le  reste 
est  aneanti  pour  moi.’ 

There  is  a  sense  in  which  biographical 
detail  gives  light  to  criticism,  but  not 
the  sense  in  which  the  prurient  moralist 
uses  or  seeks  it.  The  life  of  the  poet 
may  help  to  explain  the  growth  and 
prominence  of  a  characteristic  senti¬ 
ment  or  peculiar  idea.  Knowledge  of 
this  or  that  fact  in  his  life  may  uncover 
the  roots  of  something  that  strikes,  or 
unravel  something  that  perplexes  us. 
Considering  the  relations  between  a 
man’s  character  and  circumstance,  and 
what  he  produces,  we  can  from  this 
point  of  view  hardly  know  too  much 
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as  to  the  personality  of  a  great  writer. 
Only  let  us  recollect  that  this  person¬ 
ality  manifests  itself  outwardly  in  two 
separate  forms,  in  conduct,  and  in 
literary  production,  and  that  each  of 
these  manifestations  is  to  be  judged 
independently  of  the  other.  If  one  of 
them  is  wholly  censurable,  the  other 
may  still  be  the  outcome  of  the  better 
mind ;  and  even  from  the  purely  bio¬ 
graphical  aspect,  it  is  a  plain  injustice 
to  insist  on  identifying  a  character  with 
its  worse  expression  only. 

Poetry,  and  not  only  poetry,  but 
every  other  channel  of  emotional 
expression  and  aesthetic  culture,  con¬ 
fessedly  moves  with  the  general  march 
of  the  human  mind,  and  art  is  only 
the  transformation  into  ideal  and 
imaginative  shapes  of  a  predominant 
system  and  philosophy  of  life.  Minor 
verse-writers  may  fairly  be  consigned, 
without  disrespect,  to  the  region  of  the 
literature  of  taste ;  and  criticism  of 
their  work  takes  the  shape  of  a  discus- 
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sion  of  stray  graces,  of  new  turns,  of 
little  variations  of  shade  and  colour, 
of  their  conformity  to  the  accepted 
rules  that  constitute  the  technique  of 
poetry.  The  loftier  masters,  though 
their  technical  power  and  originality, 
their  beauty  of  form,  strength  of  flight, 
music  and  variousness  of  rhythm,  are 
all  full  of  interest  and  instruction,  yet, 
besides  these  precious  gifts,  come  to 
us  with  the  size  and  quality  of  great 
historic  forces,  for  they  represent  the 
hope  and  energies,  the  dreams  and  the 
consummation,  of  the  human  intelli¬ 
gence  in  its  most  enormous  movements. 
To  appreciate  one  of  these,  we  need  to 
survey  it  on  every  side.  For  these  we 
need  synthetic  criticism,  which,  after 
analysis  has  done  its  work,  and  dis¬ 
closed  to  us  the  peculiar  qualities  of 
form,  conception,  and  treatment,  shall 
collect  the  products  of  this  first  process, 
construct  for  us  the  poet’s  mental  figure 
in  its  integrity  and  just  coherence,  and 
then  finally,  as  the  sum  of  its  work, 
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shall  trace  the  relations  of  the  poet’s 
ideas,  either  direct  or  indirect,  through 
the  central  currents  of  thought,  to 
the  visible  tendencies  of  an  existing  age. 

The  greatest  poets  reflect  beside  all 
else  the  broad-bosomed  haven  of  a 
perfect  and  positive  faith,  in  which 
mankind  has  for  some  space  found 
shelter,  unsuspicious  of  the  new  and 
distant  wayfarings  that  are  ever  in 
store.  To  this  band  of  sacred  bards 
few  are  called,  while  perhaps  not  more 
than  four  high  names  would  fill  the 
list  of  the  chosen :  Dante,  the  poet  of 
Catholicism ;  Shakespeare,  of  Feudal¬ 
ism  ;  Milton,  of  Protestantism ;  Goethe, 
of  that  new  faith  which  is  as  yet  with¬ 
out  any  universally  recognised  label, 
but  whose  heaven  is  an  ever -closer 
harmony  between  the  consciousness  of 
man  and  all  the  natural  forces  of  the 
universe  ;  whose  liturgy  is  culture,  and 
whose  deity  is  a  certain  high  composure 
of  the  human  heart. 

The  far  -  shining  pre  -  eminence  of 
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Shakespeare,  apart  from  the  incom¬ 
parable  fertility  and  depth  of  his 
natural  gifts,  arises  secondarily  from 
the  larger  extent  to  which  he  trans¬ 
cended  the  special  forming  influences, 
and  refreshed  his  fancy  and  widened 
his  range  of  sympathy,  by  recourse  to 
what  was  then  the  nearest  possible 
approach  to  a  historic  or  political 
method.  To  the  poet,  vision  reveals 
a  certain  form  of  the  truth,  which  the 
rest  of  men  laboriously  discover  and 
prove  by  the  tardier  methods  of  medi¬ 
tation  and  science.  Shakespeare  did 
not  walk  in  imagination  with  the  great 
warriors,  monarchs,  churchmen,  and 
rulers  of  history,  nor  conceive  their 
conduct,  ideas,  schemes,  and  throw 
himself  into  their  words  and  actions, 
without  strengthening  that  original 
taste  which  must  have  first  drawn 
him  to  historical  subjects,  and  without 
deepening  both  his  feeling  for  the  great 
progression  of  human  affairs,  and  his 
sympathy  for  those  relative  moods  of 
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surveying  and  dealing  with  them,  which 
are  not  more  positive,  scientific,  and 
political,  than  they  may  be  made  truly 
poetic. 

Again,  while  in  Dante  the  inspiring 
force  was  spiritual,  and  in  Goethe  it 
was  intellectual,  we  may  say  that  both 
in  Shakespeare  and  Milton  it  was 
political  and  social.  In  other  words, 
with  these  two,  the  drama  of  the  one 
and  the  epic  of  the  other  were  each 
of  them  connected  with  ideas  of  govern¬ 
ment  and  the  other  external  movements 
of  men  in  society,  and  with  the  play  of 
the  sentiments  which  spring  from  them. 
We  assuredly  do  not  mean  that  in 
either  of  them,  least  of  all  in  Shake¬ 
speare,  there  is  an  absence  of  the 
spiritual  element.  This  would  be  at 
once  to  thrust  them  down  into  a  lower 
place ;  for  the  spiritual  is  of  the  very 
essence  of  poetry.  But  with  the 
spiritual  there  mixes  in  our  English¬ 
men  a  most  abundant  leaven  of  re¬ 
cognition  of  the  impressions  and  im- 
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pulses  of  the  outer  forms  of  life,  as 
well  as  of  active  sympathy  with  the 
every-day  debate  of  the  world.  They 
are  neither  of  them  inferior  to  the 
highest  in  sense  of  the  wide  and  un¬ 
utterable  things  of  the  spirit ;  yet  with 
both  of  them,  more  than  with  other 
poets  of  the  same  rank,  the  man  with 
whose  soul  and  circumstance  they  have 
to  deal  is  the  ttoXltlkov  (oiov,  no  high  ab¬ 
straction  of  the  race,  but  the  creature 
with  concrete  relations  and  a  full 
objective  life.  In  Shakespeare  the 
dramatic  form  helps  partly  to  make 
this  more  prominent,  though  the  poet’s 
spirit  shines  forth  thus,  independently 
of  the  mould  which  it  imposes  on  itself. 
Of  Milton  we  may  say,  too,  that,  in 
spite  of  the  supernatural  machinery  of 
his  greatest  poem,  it  bears  strongly 
impressed  on  it  the  political  mark,  and 
that  in  those  minor  pieces,  where  he 
is  avowedly  in  the  political  sphere,  he 
still  rises  to  the  full  height  of  his 
majestic  harmony  and  noblest  dignity. 
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Byron  was  touched  by  the  same  fire. 
The  contemporary  and  friend  of  the 
most  truly  spiritual  of  all  English 
poets,  Shelley,  he  was  himself  among 
the  most  essentially  political.  Or  per¬ 
haps  one  will  be  better  understood, 
describing  his  quality  as  a  quality 
of  poetical  ‘  worldliness,’  in  its  enlarged 
and  generous  sense  of  energetic  in¬ 
terest  in  real  transactions,  and  a 
capacity  of  being  moved  and  raised 
by  them  into  those  lofty  moods  of 
emotion  which  in  more  spiritual  natures 
are  only  kindled  by  contemplation  of 
the  vast  infinitudes  that  compass  the 
human  soul  round  about.  That  Shelley 
was  immeasurably  superior  to  Byron 
in  all  the  rarer  qualities  of  the  specially 
poetic  mind  appears  to  us  so  unmistak¬ 
ably  assured  a  fact,  that  difference  of 
opinion  upon  it  can  only  spring  from  a 
more  fundamental  difference  of  opinion 
as  to  what  it  is  that  constitutes  this 
specially  poetic  quality.  If  more  than 
anything  else  it  consists  in  the  power 
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of  transfiguring  action,  character,  and 
thought,  in  the  serene  radiance  of  the 
purest  imaginative  intelligence,  and  the 
gift  of  expressing  these  transformed 
products  in  the  finest  articulate  vibra¬ 
tions  of  emotional  speech,  then  must 
we  not  confess  that  Byron  has  com¬ 
posed  no  piece  which  from  this  point 
may  compare  with  ‘  Prometheus  ’  or  the 
4  Cenci,’  any  more  than  Rubens  may 
take  his  place  with  Raphael?  We  feel 
that  Shelley  transports  the  spirit  to 
the  highest  bound  and  limit  of  the 
intelligible  ;  and  that  with  him  thought 
passes  through  one  superadded  and 
more  rarefying  process  than  the  other 
poet  is  master  of.  If  it  be  true,  as  has 
been  written,  that 4  Poetry  is  the  breath 
and  finer  spirit  of  all  knowledge,’  we 
may  say  that  Shelley  teaches  us  to 
apprehend  that  further  something,  the 
breath  and  finer  spirit  of  poetry  itself. 
Contrasting,  for  example,  Shelley’s 
4  Ode  to  the  West  Wind,’  with  the 
famous  and  truly  noble  stanzas  on  the 
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eternal  sea  which  close  the  fourth  canto 
of  ‘  Childe  Harold,’  who  does  not  feel 
that  there  is  in  the  first  a  volatile  and 
unseizable  element  that  is  quite  distinct 
from  the  imagination  and  force  and 
high  impressiveness,  or  from  any  in¬ 
definable  product  of  all  of  these  united, 
which  form  the  glory  and  power  of 
the  second?  We  may  ask  in  the  same 
way  whether  ‘  Manfred,’  where  the 
spiritual  element  is  as  predominant  as 
it  ever  is  in  Byron,  is  worth  half  a  page 
of  ‘  Prometheus.’ 

To  perceive  and  admit  this  is  not  to 
disparage  Byron’s  achievements.  To 
be  most  deeply  penetrated  with  the 
differentiating  quality  of  the  poet  is 
not,  after  all,  to  contain  the  whole 
of  that  admixture  of  varying  and 
moderating  elements  which  goes  to 
the  composition  of  the  broadest  and 
most  effective  work.  Of  these  ele¬ 
ments,  Shelley,  with  all  his  rare  gifts 
of  spiritual  imagination  and  winged 
melodiousness  of  verse,  was  markedly 
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wanting  in  a  keen  and  omnipresent 
feeling  for  the  great  course  of  human 
events.  All  nature  stirred  him,  except 
the  consummating  crown  of  natural 
growth. 

We  do  not  mean  anything  so  untrue 
as  that  Shelley  was  wanting  either  in 
deep  humanity  or  in  active  benevolence, 
or  that  social  injustice  was  a  thing  in¬ 
different  to  him.  W e  do  not  forget  the 
energetic  political  propagandism  of  his 
youth  in  Ireland  and  elsewhere.  Many 
a  furious  stanza  remains  to  show  how 
deeply  and  bitterly  the  spectacle  of  this 
injustice  burnt  into  his  soul.  But  these 
pieces  are  accidents.  They  do  not  be¬ 
long  to  the  immortal  part  of  his  work. 
An  American  original,  unconsciously 
bringing  the  revolutionary  mind  to  the 
climax  of  all  utterances  possible  to  it, 
has  said  that  ‘  men  are  degraded  when 
considered  as  the  members  of  a  political 
organisation.’  Shelley’s  position  was 
on  a  yet  more  remote  pinnacle  than 
this.  Of  mankind  he  was  barely  con- 
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scious,  in  his  loftiest  and  divinest  flights. 
His  muse  seeks  the  vague  translucent 
spaces  where  the  care  of  man  melts 
away  in  vision  of  the  eternal  forces,  of 
which  man  may  be  but  the  fortuitous 
manifestation  of  an  hour. 

Byron,  on  the  other  hand,  is  never 
moved  by  the  strength  of  his  passion 
or  the  depth  of  his  contemplation  quite 
away  from  the  round  earth  and  the 
civil  animal  who  dwells  upon  it.  Even 
his  misanthropy  is  only  an  inverted 
form  of  social  solicitude.  His  practical 
zeal  for  good  and  noble  causes  might 
teach  us  this.  He  never  grudged  either 
money  or  time  or  personal  peril  for  the 
cause  of  Italian  freedom,  and  his  life 
was  the  measure  and  the  cost  of  his  in¬ 
terest  in  the  liberty  of  Greece.  Then 
again  he  was  full  not  merely  of  wit, 
which  is  sometimes  only  an  affair  of 
the  tongue,  but  of  humour  also,  which 
goes  much  deeper;  and  it  is  of  the 
essence  of  the  humoristic  nature,  that 
whether  sunny  or  saturnine,  it  binds 
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the  thoughts  of  him  who  possesses  it 
to  the  wide  medley  of  expressly  human 
things.  Byron  did  not  misknow  him¬ 
self,  nor  misapprehend  the  most  marked 
turn  of  his  own  character  when  he 
wrote  the  lines — 

I  love  not  Man  the  less,  but  Nature 
more, 

From  these  our  interviews,  in  which 
I  steal 

From  all  I  may  be,  or  have  been  be¬ 
fore, 

To  mingle  with  the  universe  and  feel 
What  I  can  ne’er  express,  yet  cannot  all 
conceal. 

It  was  this  which  made  Byron  a 
social  force,  a  far  greater  force  than 
Shelley  either  has  been  or  can  be.  Men 
read  in  each  page  that  he  was  one  of 
like  passions  with  themselves ;  that  he 
had  their  own  feet  of  clay,  if  he  had 
other  members  of  brass  and  gold  and 
fine  silver  which  they  had  none  of ;  and 
that  vehement  sensibility,  tenacious 
energy  of  imagination,  a  bounding 
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swell  of  poetic  fancy,  had  not  obliter¬ 
ated,  but  bad  rather  quickened,  the 
sense  of  the  highest  kind  of  man  of 
the  world,  which  did  not  decay  but 
waxed  stronger  in  him  with  years. 
His  openness  to  beauty  and  care  for 
it  were  always  inferior  in  keenness  and 
in  hold  upon  him  to  his  sense  of  human 
interest,  and  the  superiority  in  certain 
respects  of  ‘  Marino  Faliero,’  for  ex¬ 
ample,  where  he  handles  a  social  theme 
in  a  worthy  spirit,  over  ‘  Manfred,’ 
where  he  seeks  a  something  tumultu¬ 
ously  beautiful,  is  due  to  that  subordi¬ 
nation  in  his  mind  of  aesthetic  to  social 
intention,  which  is  one  of  the  most 
strongly  distinctive  marks  of  the  truly 
modern  spirit.  The  admirable  wit  both 
of  his  letters,  and  of  pieces  like  the 
‘Vision  of  Judgment’ and  ‘Don  Juan,’ 
where  wit  reaches  as  high  as  any 
English  writer  has  ever  carried  it,  shows 
in  another  way  the  same  vividness  and 
reality  of  attraction  which  every  side 
of  human  affairs  possessed  for  this 
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glowing  and  incessantly  animated 
spirit. 

In  spite  of  a  good  many  surface  af¬ 
fectations,  which  may  have  cheated  the 
lighter  heads,  but  which  may  now  be 
easily  seen  through,  and  counted  off 
for  as  much  as  they  are  worth,  Byron 
possessed  a  bottom  of  plain  sincerity 
and  rational  sobriety  which  kept  him 
substantially  straight,  real,  and  human, 
and  made  him  the  genuine  exponent  of 
that  immense  social  movement  which 
we  sum  up  as  the  Revolution.  If  Keats’s 
whole  soul  was  absorbed  by  sensuous 
impressions  of  the  outer  world,  and  his 
art  was  the  splendid  and  exquisite  re¬ 
production  of  these;  if  Shelley  on  the 
other  hand  distilled  from  the  fine  im¬ 
pressions  of  the  senses  by  process  of 
inmost  meditation  some  thrice  ethereal 
essence,  ‘  the  viewless  spirit  of  a  lovely 
sound’;  we  may  say  of  Byron  that, 
even  in  the  moods  when  the  mightiness 
and  wonder  of  nature  had  most  effectu¬ 
ally  possessed  themselves  of  his  ima- 
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gination,  his  mind  never  moved  for 
very  long  on  these  remote  heights, 
apart  from  the  busy  world  of  men,  but 
returned  again  like  the  fabled  dove 
from  the  desolate  void  of  waters  to 
the  ark  of  mortal  stress  and  human 
passion.  Nature,  in  her  most  dazzling 
aspects  or  stupendous  parts,  is  but  the 
background  and  theatre  of  the  tragedy 
of  man. 

We  may  find  a  secondary  proof  of 
this  in  the  fewness  of  those  fine  de¬ 
scriptive  strokes  and  subtle  indirect 
touches  of  colour  or  sound  which  arise 
with  incessant  spontaneity,  where  a 
mastering  passion  for  nature  steeps  the 
mind  in  vigilant,  accurate,  yet  half¬ 
unconscious,  observation.  It  is  amaz¬ 
ing  through  how  long  a  catalogue  of 
natural  objects  Byron  sometimes  takes 
us,  without  affixing  to  one  of  them  any 
but  the  most  conventional  term,  or  a 
single  epithet  which  might  show  that 
in  passing  through  his  mind  it  had 
yielded  to  him  a  beauty  or  a  savour 
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that  had  been  kept  a  secret  from  the 
common  troop.  Byron  is  certainly  not 
wanting  in  commanding  image,  as  when 
Manfred  likens  the  lines  of  foaming 
light  flung  along  from  the  Alpine  cata¬ 
ract  to  ‘  the  pale  courser’s  tail,  the  giant 
steed,  to  be  bestrode  by  Death.’  But 
imaginative  power  of  this  kind  is  not 
the  same  thing  as  that  susceptibility 
to  the  minutest  properties  and  unseen 
qualities  of  natural  objects  which  re¬ 
veals  itself  in  chance  epithet  of  telling 
felicity,  or  phrase  that  opens  to  us 
hidden  lights.  Our  generation  is  more 
likely  to  think  too  much  than  too  little 
of  this  ;  for  its  favourite  poet,  however 
narrow  in  subject  and  feeble  in  moral 
treatment,  is  without  any  peer  in  the 
exquisitely  original,  varied,  and  im¬ 
aginative  art  of  his  landscape  touches. 

This  treatment  of  nature  was  in  exact 
harmony  with  the  method  of  revolu¬ 
tionary  thought,  which,  from  the  time 
of  Rousseau  downwards,  had  appealed 
in  its  profound  weariness  of  an  existing 
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social  state  to  the  solitude  and  seeming 
freedom  of  mountain  and  forest  and 
ocean,  as  though  the  only  cure  for  the 
woes  of  civilisation  lay  in  annihilating 
it.  This  was  an  appeal  less  to  nature 
than  from  man,  just  as  we  have  said 
that  Byron’s  was,  and  hence  it  was  dis¬ 
tinct  from  the  single-eyed  appreciation 
and  love  of  nature  for  her  own  sake, 
for  her  beauty  and  terror  and  unnum¬ 
bered  moods,  which  has  made  of  her 
the  mistress  and  the  consoler  of  many 
men  in  these  times.  In  the  days  of  old 
faith  while  the  catholic  gods  sat  yet 
firm  upon  their  thrones,  the  loveliness 
of  the  universe  shone  to  blind  eyes. 
Saint  Bernard  in  the  twelfth  century 
could  ride  for  a  whole  day  along  the 
shore  of  the  Lake  of  Geneva,  and  yet 
when  in  the  evening  his  comrades  spoke 
some  word  about  the  lake,  he  inquired  : 
‘  What  lake  ?  ’  It  was  not  mere  differ¬ 
ence  of  temperament  that  made  the 
preacher  of  one  age  pass  by  in  this 
marvellous  unconsciousness,  and  the 
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singer  of  another  burst  forth  into  that 
tender  invocation  of  ‘clear  placid  Le¬ 
man,’  whose  ‘contrasted  lake  with  the 
wild  world  he  dwelt  in  ’  moved  him  to 
the  very  depths.  To  Saint  Bernard  the 
world  was  as  wild  and  confused  as  it 
was  to  Byron ;  but  then  he  had  gods 
many  and  saints  many,  and  a  holy 
church  in  this  world,  and  a  kingdom 
of  heaven  awaiting  resplendent  in  the 
world  to  come.  All  this  filled  his  soul 
with  a  settled  certitude,  too  absorbing 
to  leave  any  space  for  other  than  re¬ 
ligious  emotion.  The  seven  centuries 
that  flowed  between  the  spiritual  mind 
of  Europe  when  Saint  Bernard  was  its 
spokesman,  and  the  spiritual  mind  of 
which  Byron  was  the  interpreter,  had 
gradually  dissolved  these  certitudes,  and 
the  faint  lines  of  new  belief  and  a  more 
durable  order  were  still  invisible.  The 
assurance  of  science  was  not  yet  rooted, 
nor  had  men  as  yet  learned  to  turn 
back  to  the  history  of  their  own  kind, 
to  the  long  chronicle  of  its  manifold 
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experiences,  for  an  adequate  system 
of  life  and  an  inspiring  social  faith. 
So  they  fled  in  spirit  or  in  flesh  into 
unfamiliar  scenes,  and  vanished  from 
society,  because  society  was  not  suffi¬ 
ciently  social. 

The  feeling  was  abnormal,  and  the 
method  was  fundamentally  artificial. 
A  sentimentalism  arose,  which  is  in  art 
what  the  metaphysical  method  is  in 
philosophy.  Yet  a  literature  was  born 
of  it,  whose  freshness,  force,  elevation, 
and,  above  all,  a  self-assertion  and 
peculiar  aspiring  freedom  that  have 
never  been  surpassed,  still  exert  an 
irresistible  attraction,  even  over  minds 
that  are  furthest  removed  from  the 
moral  storm  and  disorder,  and  the  con¬ 
fused  intellectual  convictions,  of  that 
extraordinary  group.  Perhaps  the  fact 
that  their  active  force  is  spent,  and 
that  men  find  in  them  now  only  a 
charm  and  no  longer  a  gospel,  explains 
the  difference  between  the  admiration 
which  some  of  us  permit  ourselves  to 
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feel  for  them,  and  the  impatient  dis¬ 
like  which  they  stirred  in  our  fathers. 
Then  they  were  a  danger,  because  they 
were  a  force,  misleading  amiable  and 
highminded  people  into  blind  paths. 
Now  this  is  at  an  end,  and,  apart  from 
their  historic  interest,  the  permanent 
elements  of  beauty  draw  us  to  them 
with  a  delight  that  does  not  diminish, 
as  we  recede  further  and  further  from 
the  impotence  of  the  aspirations  which 
thus  married  themselves  to  lofty  and 
stirring  words.  To  say  nothing  of 
Rousseau,  the  father  and  founder  of 
the  nature  -  worship,  which  is  the 
nearest  approach  to  a  positive  side 
that  the  Revolution  has  ever  possessed, 
how  much  fine  colour  and  freshness  of 
feeling  there  is  in  ‘  Rene,’  what  a  sense 
of  air  and  space  in  ‘  Paul  and  Virginia.’ 
and  what  must  they  have  been  to  a 
generation  that  had  just  emerged  from 
the  close  parlours  of  Richardson,  the 
best  of  the  sentimentalists  of  the  prae- 
revolutionary  type?  May  we  not  say, 
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too,  in  parenthesis,  that  the  man  is  the 
votary,  not  of  wisdom,  but  of  a  bald 
and  shapeless  asceticism,  who  is  so  ex¬ 
cessively  penetrated  with  the  reality, 
the  duties,  the  claims,  and  the  constant 
hazards  of  civilisation,  as  to  find  in 
himself  no  chord  responsive  to  that 
sombre  pensiveness  into  which  Ober- 
mann’s  unfathomable  melancholy  and 
impotence  of  will  deepened,  as  he 
meditated  on  the  mean  shadows  which 
men  are  content  to  chase  for  happi¬ 
ness,  and  on  all  the  pigmy  progeny  of 
giant  effort  ?  ‘  C’est  peu  de  chose,’  says 
Obermann,  ‘  de  n’etre  point  comme  le 
vulgaire  des  hommes ;  mais  c’est  avoir 
fait  un  pas  vers  la  sagesse,  que  de 
n’etre  plus  comme  le  vulgaire  des  sages.’ 
This  penetrating  remark  hits  the  differ¬ 
ence  between  De  Senancourt  himself 
and  most  of  the  school.  He  is  abso¬ 
lutely  free  from  the  vulgarity  of 
wisdom,  and  breathes  the  air  of  higher 
peaks,  taking  us  through  mysterious 
and  fragrant  pine-woods,  where  more 
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than  he  may  find  meditative  repose 
amid  the  heat  and  stress  of  that 
practical  day,  of  which  he  and  his 
school  can  never  bear  the  burden. 

In  that  ‘  vulgaire  des  sages,’  of 
which  De  Senancourt  had  none, 
Byron  abounded.  His  work  is  in 
much  the  glorification  of  revolution¬ 
ary  commonplace.  Melodramatic  in¬ 
dividualism  reaches  its  climax  in  that 
long  series  of  Laras,  Conrads,  Manfreds, 
Harolds,  who  present  the  fatal  trilogy, 
in  which  crime  is  middle  term  between 
debauch  and  satiety,  that  forms  the 
natural  development  of  an  anti-social 
doctrine  in  a  full-blooded  temperament. 
It  was  this  temperament  which,  blend¬ 
ing  with  his  gifts  of  intellect,  gave 
Byron  the  amazing  copiousness  and 
force  that  makes  him  the  dazzling 
master  of  revolutionary  emotion,  be¬ 
cause  it  fills  his  work  with  such 
variety  of  figures,  such  free  change 
of  incident,  such  diversity  of  passion, 
such  a  constant  movement  and  agita- 
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tion.  It  was  this  never-ceasing  stir, 
coupled  with  a  striking  concreteness 
and  an  unfailing  directness,  which 
rather  than  any  markedly  correct 
or  wide  intellectual  apprehension  of 
things,  made  him  so  much  more  than 
any  one  else  an  effective  interpreter 
of  the  moral  tumult  of  the  epoch.  If 
we  look  for  psychological  delicacy, 
for  subtle  moral  traits,  for  opening 
glimpses  into  unobserved  depths  of 
character,  behold,  none  of  these  things 
are  there.  These  were  no  gifts  of  his, 
any  more  than  the  divine  gift  of  music 
was  his.  There  are  some  writers  whose 
words  but  half  express  the  indefinable 
thoughts  that  inspired  them,  and  to 
whom  we  have  to  surrender  our  whole 
minds  with  a  peculiar  loyalty  and 
fulness,  independent  of  the  letter  and 
printed  phrase,  if  we  would  liquefy  the 
frozen  speech  and  recover  some  por¬ 
tion  of  its  imprisoned  essence.  This 
is  seldom  a  necessity  with  Byron.  His 
words  tell  us  all  that  he  means  to  say, 
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and  do  not  merely  hint  nor  suggest. 
The  matter  with  which  he  deals  is 
gigantic,  and  he  paints  with  violent 
colours  and  sweeping  pencil. 

Yet  he  is  free  from  that  declamation 
with  which  some  of  the  French  poets 
of  the  same  age,  and  representing  a 
portion  of  the  same  movement,  blow 
out  their  cheeks.  An  angel  of  reason¬ 
ableness  seems  to  watch  over  him, 
even  when  he  comes  most  dangerously 
near  to  an  extravagance.  He  is  equally 
free  from  a  strained  antithesis,  which 
would  have  been  inconsistent,  not  only 
with  the  breadth  of  effect  required 
by  Byron’s  art,  but  also  with  the 
peculiarly  direct  and  forcible  quality 
of  his  genius.  In  the  preface  to 
‘  Marino  Faliero,’  a  composition  that 
abounds  in  noble  passages,  and  rests 
on  a  fine  and  original  conception  of 
character,  he  mentions  his  ‘  desire  of 
preserving  a  nearer  approach  to  unity, 
than  the  irregularity  which  is  the  re¬ 
proach  of  the  English  theatre.’  And 
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this  sound  view  of  the  importance  of 
form,  and  of  the  barbarism  to  which 
our  English  genius  is  prone,  from 
‘  Goody  Blake  and  Harry  Gill  ’  up  to 
the  clownish  savagery  which  occasion¬ 
ally  defaces  even  plays  attributed  to 
Shakespeare,  is  collateral  proof  of  the 
sanity  and  balance  which  marked  the 
foundations  of  his  character,  and  which 
at  no  point  of  his  work  ever  entirely 
failed  him.  Byron’s  admiration  for 
Pope  was  no  mere  eccentricity. 

We  may  value  this  self-control  the 
more,  by  remembering  the  nature  of 
his  subjects.  We  look  out  upon  a 
wild  revolutionary  welter,  of  vehement 
activity  without  a  purpose,  boundless 
discontent  without  a  hope,  futile  in¬ 
terrogation  of  nature  in  questions  for 
which  nature  can  have  no  answer, 
unbridled  passion,  despairing  satiety, 
impotence.  It  is  too  easy,  as  the  his¬ 
tory  of  English  opinion  about  Byron’s 
poetic  merit  abundantly  proves,  to 
underrate  the  genius  which  mastered 
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so  tremendous  a  conflict,  and  rendered 
that  amazing  scene  with  the  flow  and 
energy  and  mingled  tempest  and  for¬ 
lorn  calm  which  belonged  to  the 
original  reality.  The  essential  futility 
of  the  many  moods  which  went  to 
make  up  all  this,  ought  not  to  blind 
us  to  the  enormous  power  that  was 
needed  for  the  reproduction  of  a  tur¬ 
bulent  and  not  quite  aimless  chaos  of 
the  soul,  in  which  man  seemed  to  be 
divorced  alike  from  his  brother-men 
in  the  present,  and  from  all  the  long 
succession  and  endeavour  of  men  in 
the  past.  It  was  no  small  feat  to  rise 
to  a  height  that  should  command  so 
much,  and  to  exhibit  with  all  the  force 
of  life  a  world  that  had  broken  loose 
from  its  moorings. 

It  is  idle  to  vituperate  this  anarchy, 
either  from  the  point  of  view  of  a  sour 
and  precise  Puritanism,  or  the  more 
elevated  point  of  a  rational  and  large 
faith  in  progress.  Wise  men  are  like 
Burke,  who  did  not  know  how  to  draw 
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an  indictment  against  a  whole  nation. 
They  do  not  know  how  to  think  nothing 
but  ill  of  a  whole  generation,  that  lifted 
up  its  voice  in  heartfelt  complaint  and 
wailing  against  the  conceptions,  forms, 
and  rulers,  human  and  divine,  of  a 
society  that  the  inward  faith  had  aban¬ 
doned,  but  which  clung  to  every  outward 
ordinance ;  which  only  remembered  that 
man  had  property,  and  forgot  that  he 
had  a  spirit.  This  is  the  complaint  that 
rings  through  Byron’s  verse.  It  was 
this  complaint  that  lay  deep  at  the 
bottom  of  the  Revolution,  and  took 
form  in  every  possible  kind  of  protest, 
from  a  dishevelled  neckcloth  up  to  a 
profession  of  atheism.  Byron  elabor¬ 
ated  the  common  emotion,  as  the  earliest 
modern  poets  elaborated  the  common 
speech.  He  gave  it  inflections,  and  dis¬ 
tinguished  its  moods,  and  threw  over  it 
an  air  of  system  and  coherency,  and  a 
certain  goodly  and  far-reaching  sonor¬ 
ousness.  This  is  the  usual  function  of 
the  spiritual  leader,  who  leaves  in  bulk 
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no  more  in  the  minds  of  those  whom  he 
attracts  than  he  found,  but  he  leaves  it 
articulate  with  many  sounds,  and  vivid 
with  the  consciousness  of  a  multitude 
of  defined  impressions. 

That  the  whole  movement,  in  spite  of 
its  energy,  was  crude,  unscientific,  vir¬ 
tually  abortive,  is  most  true.  That  it 
was  presided  over  by  a  false  conception 
of  nature  as  a  benign  and  purifying 
power,  while  she  is  in  truth  a  stern 
force  to  be  tamed  and  mastered,  if 
society  is  to  hold  together,  cannot  be 
denied  of  the  revolutionary  movement 
then,  any  more  than  it  can  be  denied 
of  its  sequels  now.  Nor  need  we  over¬ 
look  its  fundamental  error  of  tracing 
half  the  misfortunes  and  woes  of  the 
race  to  that  social  union,  to  which  we 
are  really  indebted  for  all  the  happiness 
we  know,  including  even  this  dignifying 
sensibility  of  the  woes  of  the  race ;  and 
the  other  half  to  a  fictitious  entity 
styled  destiny,  placed  among  the  nether¬ 
most  gods,  which  would  be  more  rightly 
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regarded  as  the  infinitely  modifiable 
influence  exercised  by  one  genera¬ 
tion  of  ourselves  upon  those  that 
follow. 

Every  one  of  these  faults  of  thought 
is  justly  chargeable  to  Byron.  They 
were  deeply  inherent  in  the  Revolution. 
They  coloured  thoughts  about  govern¬ 
ment,  about  laws,  about  morals.  They 
effected  a  transformation  of  religion, 
but,  resting  on  no  basis  of  philosophical 
acceptance  of  history,  the  transforma¬ 
tion  was  only  temporary.  They  spread 
a  fantastic  passion  of  which  Byron  was 
himself  an  example  and  a  victim,  for 
extraordinary  outbreaks  of  a  peculiar 
kind  of  material  activity,  that  met  the 
exigencies  of  an  imperious  will,  while  it 
had  not  the  irksomeness  of  the  self- 
control  which  would  have  exercised  the 
will  to  more  permanent  profit.  They 
destroyed  faith  in  order,  natural  or 
social,  actual  or  potential,  and  substi¬ 
tuted  for  it  an  enthusiastic  assertion  of 
the  claims  of  the  individual  to  make 
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his  passions,  aspirations,  and  convic¬ 
tions,  a  final  and  decisive  law. 

Such  was  the  moral  state  which  Byron 
had  to  render  and  interpret.  His  rela¬ 
tion  to  it  was  a  relation  of  exact  sym¬ 
pathy.  He  felt  the  force  of  each  of  the 
many  currents  that  united  in  one  de¬ 
structive  stream,  wildly  overflowing  the 
fixed  banks,  and  then,  when  it  had 
overflowed,  often,  it  must  be  confessed, 
stagnating  in  lazy  brackish  pools,  while 
new  tributaries  began  to  flow  in  to¬ 
gether  from  far  other  quarters.  The 
list  of  his  poems  is  the  catalogue  of  the 
elements  of  the  revolutionary  spirit. 
For  of  what  manner  is  this  spirit?  Is 
it  not  a  masterful  and  impatient  yearn¬ 
ing  after  many  good  things,  unsubdued 
and  uninformed  either  by  a  just  know¬ 
ledge  of  the  time,  and  the  means  which 
are  needed  to  bring  to  men  the  fruits 
of  their  hope,  or  by  a  fit  appreciation 
of  orderly  and  tranquil  activity  for  the 
common  service,  as  the  normal  type  of 
the  individual  life?  And  this  is  pre- 
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cisely  the  temper  and  the  spirit  of 
Byron.  Nowhere  else  do  we  see  drawn 
in  such  traits  that  colossal  figure,  which 
has  haunted  Europe  these  fourscore 
years  and  more,  with  its  new-born 
passion,  its  half -controlled  will,  its  con¬ 
stant  cry  for  a  multitude  of  unknown 
blessings  under  the  single  name  of 
Freedom,  the  one  known  and  unadul¬ 
terated  word  of  blessing.  If  only  Truth, 
which  alone  of  words  is  essentially 
divine  and  sacrosanct,  had  been  the 
chief  talisman  of  the  Revolution,  the 
movement  would  have  been  very  dif¬ 
ferent  from  that  which  we  know.  But 
to  claim  this  or  that  in  the  name  of 
truth,  would  have  been  to  borrow  the 
language  which  priests  and  presbyters, 
Dominic  and  Calvin,  had  covered  thick 
with  hateful  associations.  Freedom, 
after  all,  was  the  next  best  thing,  for 
it  is  an  indispensable  condition  of  the 
best  of  all;  but  it  could  not  lead  men 
until  the  spirit  of  truth,  which  means 
science  in  the  intellectual  order,  and 
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justice  in  the  social  order,  had  joined 
company  with  it. 

So  there  was  violent  action  in  politics, 
and  violent  and  excessive  stimulation 
in  literature,  the  positive  effects  of  the 
force  moved  in  each  sphere  being  de¬ 
plorably  small  in  proportion  to  the 
intense  moral  energy  which  gave  the 
impulse.  In  literature  the  straining 
for  mental  liberty  was  the  more  futile 
of  the  two,  because  it  expressed  the 
ardent  and  hopeless  longing  of  the  in¬ 
dividual  for  a  life  which  we  may  perhaps 
best  call  life  unconditioned.  And  this 
unconditioned  life,  which  the  Byronic 
hero  vainly  seeks,  and  not  finding,  he 
fills  the  world  with  stormy  complaint, 
is  least  of  all  likely  to  offer  itself  in  any 
approximate  form  to  men  penetrated 
with  gross  and  egotistical  passions  to 
their  inmost  core.  The  Byronic  hero 
went  to  clasp  repose  in  a  frenzy.  All 
crimson  and  aflame  with  passion,  he 
groaned  for  evening  stillness.  He  in¬ 
sisted  on  being  free,  in  the  corroding 
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fetters  of  resentment  and  scorn  for 
men.  Conrad  sought  balm  for  dis¬ 
appointment  of  spirit  in  vehement 
activity  of  body.  Manfred  represents 
the  confusion  common  to  the  type,  be¬ 
tween  thirst  for  the  highest  knowledge 
and  proud  violence  of  unbridled  will. 
Harold  is  held  in  a  middle  way  of 
poetic  melancholy,  equally  far  from 
a  speechless  despair  and  from  gay  and 
reckless  licence,  by  contemplation  of 
the  loveliness  of  external  nature,  and 
the  great  exploits  and  perishing  monu¬ 
ments  of  man  in  the  past ;  but  he, 
equally  with  the  others,  embodies  the 
paradoxical  hope  that  angry  isolation 
and  fretful  estrangement  from  man¬ 
kind  are  equivalent  to  emancipation 
from  their  pettiness,  instead  of  being 
its  very  climax  and  demonstration.  As 
if  freedom  of  soul  could  exist  without 
orderly  relations  of  intelligence  and 
partial  acceptance  between  a  man  and 
the  sum  of  surrounding  circumstances. 
That  universal  protest  which  rings 
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through  Byron’s  work  with  a  plangent 
resonance,  very  different  from  the 
whimperings  of  punier  men,  is  a  proof 
that  so  far  from  being  free,  one’s  whole 
being  is  invaded  and  laid  waste.  It  is 
no  ignoble  mood,  and  it  was  a  most 
inevitable  product  of  the  mental  and 
social  conditions  of  Western  Europe 
at  the  close  of  the  eighteenth  century. 
Everlasting  protest,  impetuous  energy 
of  will,  melancholy  and  despondent  re¬ 
action; — this  is  the  revolutionary  course. 
Cain  and  Conrad ;  then  Manfred  and 
Lara  and  Harold. 

In  studying  that  portion  of  the 
European  movement  which  burst  forth 
into  flame  in  France  between  the  fall 
of  the  Bastille  and  those  fatal  days  of 
Vendemiaire,  Fructidor,  Floreal,  Bru- 
maire,  in  which  the  explosion  came  con¬ 
vulsively  to  its  end,  we  seem  to  see  a 
microcosm  of  the  Byronic  epos.  The 
succession  of  moods  is  identical.  Over¬ 
throw,  rage,  intense  material  energy, 
crime,  profound  melancholy,  half-cyni- 
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cal  dejection.  The  Revolution  was  the 
battle  of  Will  against  the  social  forces 
of  a  dozen  centuries.  Men  thought  that 
they  had  only  to  will  the  freedom  and 
happiness  of  a  world,  and  all  nature 
and  society  would  be  plastic  before 
their  daring,  as  clay  in  the  hands  of 
the  potter.  They  could  only  conceive 
of  failure  as  another  expression  for 
inadequate  will.  Is  not  this  one  of 
the  notes  of  Byron’s  ‘  Ode  on  the  Fall 
of  Bonaparte  ’  ?  ‘  L’audace,  l’audace,  et 
tou jours  l’audace.  ’  If  Danton  could 
have  read  Byron,  he  would  have  felt 
as  one  in  front  of  a  magician’s  glass. 
Every  passion  and  fit,  from  the  bloody 
days  of  September  down  to  the  gloomy 
walks  by  the  banks  of  the  Aube,  and 
the  prison-cry  that  ‘it  were  better  to 
be  a  poor  fisherman  than  to  meddle 
with  the  governing  of  men,’  would  have 
found  itself  there.  It  is  time  that  in 
Byron  we  miss  the  firmness  of  noble 
and  generous  hope.  This  makes  him  a 
more  veritable  embodiment  of  the  Re- 
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volution  than  such  a  precursor  as 
Rousseau,  in  whom  were  all  the  un¬ 
clouded  anticipations  of  a  dawn,  that 
opened  to  an  obscured  noon  and  a 
tempestuous  night.  Yet  one  knows 
not,  in  truth,  how  much  of  that  violence 
of  will  and  restless  activity  and  resolute 
force  was  due  less  to  confidence,  than 
to  the  urgent  necessity  which  every 
one  of  us  has  felt,  at  some  season 
and  under  some  influence,  of  filling 
up  spiritual  vacuity  by  energetic 
material  activity.  Was  this  the  secret 
of  the  mysterious  charm  that  scenes 
of  violent  strife  and  bloodshed  always 
had  for  Byron’s  imagination,  as  it 
was  perhaps  the  secret  of  the  black 
transformation  of  the  social  faith 
of  ’89  into  the  worship  of  the  Con¬ 
queror  of  ’99?  Nowhere  does  Byron’s 
genius  show  so  much  of  its  own  in¬ 
comparable  fire  and  energy,  nor  move 
with  such  sympathetic  firmness  and 
amplitude  of  pinion,  as  in  ‘  Lara,’  the 
‘  Corsair,’  ‘  Harold,’  and  other  poems, 
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where  ‘  Red  Battle  stamps  his  foot,’ 
and  where 

The  giant  on  the  mountain  stands, 
His  blood-red  tresses  deep’ning  in  the 
sun, 

With  death-shot  glowing  in  his  fiery 
hands, 

And  eye  that  scorcheth  all  it  glows 
upon. 

Yet  other  and  intrinsically  nobler  pas¬ 
sages,  where  this  splendid  imaginative 
energy  of  the  sensations  is  replaced 
by  the  calmer  glow  of  social  medita¬ 
tion,  prove  that  Byron  was  penetrated 
with  the  distinctively  modern  scorn 
and  aversion  for  the  military  spirit, 
and  the  distinctively  modern  conviction 
of  its  being  the  most  deadly  of  ana¬ 
chronisms.  Such  indirect  satisfaction 
to  the  physical  energies  was  to  him, 
as  their  direct  satisfaction  was  to  the 
disillusioned  France  of  ’99,  the  relief 
demanded  by  a  powerful  nature  for 
the  impotence  of  hope  and  vision. 
However  this  may  have  been,  it  may 
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be  confessed  that  Byron  presents  less 
of  the  flame  of  his  revolutionary  proto¬ 
types,  and  too  much  of  the  ashes.  He 
came  at  the  end  of  the  experiment. 
But  it  is  only  a  question  of  proportion. 
The  ashes  belong  as  much  and  as  neces¬ 
sarily  to  the  methods  of  the  Revolution 
in  that  phase,  as  do  the  blaze,  that  first 
told  men  of  possible  light  and  warmth, 
and  the  fire,  which  yet  smoulders  with 
abundant  life  underneath  the  grey 
cinders.  And  we  have  to  remember 
that  Byron  came  in  the  midst  of  a  re¬ 
action;  a  reaction  of  triumph  for  the 
partisans  of  darkness  and  obstruction, 
who  were  assured  that  the  exploded 
fragments  of  the  old  order  would 
speedily  grow  together  again,  and  a 
reaction  of  despondency  for  those  who 
had  filled  themselves  with  illimitable 
and  peremptory  hopes.  Silly  Byronical 
votaries,  who  only  half  understood 
their  idol,  and  loved  him  for  a  gloom 
that  in  their  own  case  was  nothing 
but  a  graceful  veil  for  selfishness  and 
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mental  indolence,  saw  and  felt  only 
the  melancholy  conclusion,  and  had 
not  travelled  a  yard  in  the  burning 
path  that  led  to  it.  They  hugged 
Conrad’s  haughty  misery,  but  they 
would  have  trembled  at  the  thought 
of  Conrad’s  perilous  expedition.  They 
were  proud  despondent  Laras  after  their 
manner,  ‘  lords  of  themselves,  that  heri¬ 
tage  of  woe,’  but  the  heritage  would 
have  been  still  more  unbearable,  if  it 
had  involved  Lara’s  bodily  danger. 

This  shallowness  has  no  part  in  Byron 
himself.  His  weariness  was  a  genuine 
outcome  of  the  influence  of  the  time 
upon  a  character  consumed  by  passion. 
His  lot  was  cast  among  spent  forces, 
and,  while  it  is  no  hyperbole  to  say 
that  he  was  himself  the  most  enormous 
force  of  his  time,  he  was  only  half 
conscious  of  this,  if  indeed  he  did 
not  always  inwardly  shrink  from  credit¬ 
ing  his  own  power  and  strength,  as  so 
many  strong  men  habitually  do,  in 
spite  of  noisy  and  perpetual  self-asser- 
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tion.  Conceit  and  presumption  have 
not  been  any  more  fatal  to  the  world, 
than  the  waste  which  comes  of  great 
men  failing  in  their  hearts  to  recog¬ 
nise  how  great  they  are.  Many  a  man 
whose  affectations  and  assumptions  are 
a  proverb,  has  lost  the  magnificent  vir¬ 
tue  of  simplicity,  for  no  other  reason 
than  that  he  needed  courage  to  take 
his  own  measure,  and  so  finally  confirm 
to  himself  the  reality  of  his  preten¬ 
sions.  With  Byron,  as  with  some  of 
his  prototypes  among  the  men  of  action 
in  France  and  elsewhere,  theatrical  os¬ 
tentation,  excessive  self-consciousness, 
extravagant  claims,  cannot  hide  from 
us  that  their  power  was  secretly  drained 
by  an  ever-present  distrust  of  their 
own  aims,  their  own  methods,  even  of 
the  very  results  that  they  seem  to  have 
achieved. 

This  diffidence  was  an  inseparable 
consequence  of  the  vast  predominance 
of  exalted  passion  over  reflection,  which 
is  one  of  the  revolutionary  marks. 
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Byron  was  fundamentally  and  sub¬ 
stantially,  as  has  been  already  said, 
qne  of  the  most  rational  of  men.  Hence 
when  the  passionate  fit  grew  cold,  as  it 
always  does  in  temperaments  so  mixed, 
he  wanted  for  perfect  strength  a  justi¬ 
fication  in  thought.  There  are  men 
whose  being  is  so  universally  possessed 
by  phantasies,  that  they  never  feel  this 
necessity  of  reconciling  the  visions  of 
excited  emotion  with  the  ideas  of 
ordered  reason.  Byron  was  more  vigor¬ 
ously  constituted,  and  his  susceptibility 
to  the  necessity  of  this  reconciliation 
combined  with  his  inability  to  achieve 
it,  to  produce  that  cynicism  which  the 
simple  charity  of  vulgar  opinion  attri¬ 
butes  to  the  possession  of  him  by  un¬ 
clean  devils.  It  was  his  refuge,  as  it 
sometimes  is  with  smaller  men,  from 
the  disquieting  confusion  which  was 
caused  by  the  disproportion  between 
his  visions  and  aspirations,  and  his  in¬ 
tellectual  means  for  satisfying  himself 
seriously  as  to  their  true  relations  and 
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substantive  value.  Only  the  man  ar¬ 
rives  at  practical  strength  who  is  con¬ 
vinced,  whether  rightly  or  wrongly, 
that  he  knows  all  about  his  own  ideas 
that  needs  to  be  known.  Byron  never 
did  thus  know  himself,  either  morally 
or  intellectually.  The  higher  part  of 
him  was  consciously  dragged  down 
by  the  degrading  reminiscence  of  the 
brutishness  of  his  youth  and  its  con¬ 
nections  and  associations ;  they  hung 
like  miasma  over  his  spirit.  He  could 
not  rise  to  that  sublimest  height  of 
moral  fervour,  when  a  man  intrepidly 
chases  from  his  memory  past  evil  done, 
suppresses  the  recollection  of  old  cor¬ 
ruptions,  declares  that  he  no  longer 
belongs  to  them  nor  they  to  him,  and 
is  not  frightened  by  the  past  from  a 
firm  and  lofty  respect  for  present 
dignity  and  worth.  It  is  a  good  thing 
thus  to  overthrow  the  tyranny  of  the 
memory,  and  to  cast  out  the  body  of 
our  dead  selves.  That  Byron  never 
attained  this  good,  though  he  was  not 
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unlikely  to  have  done  so  if  he  had  lived 
longer,  does  not  prove  that  he  was  too 
gross  to  feel  its  need,  but  it  explains 
a  moral  weakness  which  has  left  a 
strange  and  touching  mark  on  some  of 
his  later  works. 

So  in  the  intellectual  order,  he  knew 
too  much  in  one  sense,  and  in  another 
too  little.  The  strong  man  is  not  con¬ 
scious  of  gaps  and  cataclysms  in  the 
structure  of  his  belief,  or  else  he  would 
in  so  far  instantly  cease  to  be  strong. 
One  living,  as  Byron  emphatically  did, 
in  the  truly  modern  atmosphere,  was 
bound  by  all  the  conditions  of  the  at¬ 
mosphere  to  have  mastered  what  we 
may  call  the  natural  history  of  his  own 
ideas  and  convictions ;  to  know  some¬ 
thing  of  their  position  towards  fact 
and  outer  circumstance  and  possibility ; 
above  all  to  have  some  trusty  standard 
for  testing  their  value,  and  assuring 
himself  that  they  do  really  cover  the 
field  which  he  takes  them  to  cover. 
People  with  a  faith  and  people  living 
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in  frenzy  are  equally  under  this  law ; 
but  they  take  the  completeness  and 
coherency  of  their  doctrine  for  granted. 
Byron  was  not  the  prey  of  habitual 
frenzy,  and  he  was  without  a  faith. 
That  is  to  say,  he  had  no  firm  basis  for 
his  conceptions,  and  he  was  aware  that 
he  had  none.  The  same  unrest  which 
drove  men  of  that  epoch  to  Nature, 
haunted  them  to  the  end,  because  they 
had  no  systematic  conception  of  her 
working  and  of  human  relations  with 
her.  In  a  word,  there  was  no  science. 
Byron  was  a  warm  admirer  of  the 
genius  and  art  of  Goethe,  yet  he  never 
found  out  the  central  secret  of  Goethe’s 
greatness,  his  luminous  and  coherent 
positivity.  This  is  the  crowning  glory 
of  the  modern  spirit,  and  it  was  the 
lack  of  this  which  went  so  far  to 
neutralise  Byron’s  hold  of  the  other 
chief  characteristics  of  that  spirit, 
its  freedom  and  spaciousness,  its 
humaneness  and  wide  sociality,  its 
versatility  and  many-sidedness  and 
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passionate  feeling  for  the  great  natural 
forces. 

This  positivity  is  the  cardinal  con¬ 
dition  of  strength  for  times  when 
theology  lies  in  decay,  and  the  abstrac¬ 
tions  which  gradually  replaced  the 
older  gods  have  in  their  turn  ceased 
to  satisfy  the  intelligence  and  mould 
the  will.  All  competent  persons  agree 
that  it  is  the  first  condition  of  the  at¬ 
tainment  of  scientific  truth.  Nobody 
denies  that  men  of  action  find  in  it  the 
first  law  of  successful  achievement  in 
the  material  order.  Its  varied  but 
always  superlative  power  in  the  region 
of  aesthetics  is  only  an  object  of  recent 
recognition,  though  great  work  enough 
has  been  done  in  past  ages  by  men 
whose  recognition  was  informal  and 
inexpress.  It  is  plain  that,  in  the 
different  classes  of  aesthetic  manifesta¬ 
tion,  there  will  be  differences  in  ob¬ 
jective  shape  and  colour,  corresponding 
to  the  varied  limits  and  conditions  of 
the  matter  with  which  the  special  art 
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has  to  deal;  but  the  critic  may  expect 
to  find  in  all  a  profound  unity  of  sub¬ 
jective  impression,  and  that,  the  im¬ 
pression  of  a  self-sustaining  order  and 
a  self-sufficing  harmony  among  all 
those  faculties  and  parts  and  energies 
of  universal  life,  which  come  within 
the  idealising  range  of  art.  In  other 
words,  the  characteristically  modern 
inspiration  is  the  inspiration  of  law. 
The  regulated  play  of  forces  shows 
itself  as  fit  to  stir  those  profound 
emotional  impulses  which  wake  the 
artistic  soul,  as  ever  did  the  gracious 
or  terrible  gods  of  antique  or  middle 
times.  There  are  glories  in  Turner’s 
idealisation  of  the  energies  of  matter, 
which  are  at  least  as  nobly  imagina¬ 
tive  and  elevated,  in  spite  of  the  con¬ 
spicuous  absence  of  the  human  element 
in  them,  as  the  highest  products  of  the 
artists  who  believed  that  their  work 
was  for  the  service  and  honour  of  a 
deity. 

It  is  as  mistaken  to  suppose  that  this 
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conviction  of  the  supremacy  of  a  cold 
and  self-sustained  order  in  the  universe 
is  fatal  to  emotional  expansion,  as  it 
would  be  to  suppose  it  fatal  to  intel¬ 
lectual  curiosity.  Experience  has  shown 
in  the  scientific  sphere,  that  the  gradual 
withdrawal  of  natural  operations  from 
the  grasp  of  the  imaginary  volitions 
of  imaginary  beings  has  not  tamed, 
but  greatly  stimulated  and  fertilised 
scientific  curiosity  as  to  the  conditions 
of  these  operations.  Why  should  it  be 
otherwise  in  the  aesthetic  sphere?  Why 
should  all  that  part  of  our  mental  com¬ 
position  which  responds  to  the  beauti¬ 
ful  and  imaginative  expression  of  real 
truths,  be  at  once  inflamed  and  satisfied 
by  the  thought  that  our  whole  lives, 
and  all  the  movements  of  the  universe, 
are  the  objects  of  the  inexplicable  cap¬ 
rice  of  Makers  who  are  also  Destroyers, 
and  yet  grow  cold,  apathetic,  and  un¬ 
productive,  in  the  shadow  of  the  belief 
that  we  can  only  know  ourselves  as 
part  of  the  stupendous  and  inexorable 
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succession  of  phenomenal  conditions, 
moving  according  to  laws  that  may 
be  formulated  positively,  but  not  in¬ 
terpreted  morally,  to  new  destinies 
that  are  eternally  unfathomable?  Why 
should  this  conception  of  a  coherent 
order,  free  from  the  arbitrary  and  pre¬ 
sumptuous  stamp  of  certain  final  causes, 
be  less  favourable,  either  to  the  ethical 
or  the  aesthetic  side  of  human  nature, 
than  the  older  conception  of  the  regu¬ 
lation  of  the  course  of  the  great  series 
by  a  multitude  of  intrinsically  mean¬ 
ingless  and  purposeless  volitions  ?  The 
alertness  of  our  sensations  for  all 
sources  of  outer  beauty  remains  un¬ 
impaired.  The  old  and  lovely  attitude 
of  devout  service  does  not  pass  away 
to  leave  vacancy,  but  is  transformed 
into  a  yet  more  devout  obligation  and 
service  towards  creatures  that  have 
only  their  fellowship  and  mutual 
ministry  to  lean  upon ;  and  if  we  miss 
something  of  the  ancient  solace  of 
special  and  personal  protection,  the 
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loss  is  not  unworthily  made  good  by 
the  growth  of  an  imperial  sense  of  par¬ 
ticipation  in  the  common  movement 
and  equal  destination  of  eternal  forces. 

To  have  a  mind  penetrated  with  this 
spiritual  persuasion,  is  to  be  in  full 
possession  of  the  highest  strength  that 
man  can  attain.  It  springs  from  a 
scientific  and  rounded  interpretation 
of  the  facts  of  life,  and  is  in  a  harmony, 
which  freshly  found  truths  only  make 
more  ample  and  elaborate,  with  all  the 
conclusions  of  the  intellect  in  every 
order.  The  active  energies  are  not 
paralysed  by  the  possibilities  of  en¬ 
feebling  doubt,  nor  the  reason  drawn 
down  and  stultified  by  apprehension 
lest  its  methods  should  discredit  a 
document,  or  its  inferences  clash  with 
a  dogma,  or  its  light  flash  unseasonably 
on  a  mystery.  There  is  none  of  the 
baleful  distortion  of  hate,  because  evil 
and  wrong-doing  and  darkness  are  ac¬ 
knowledged  to  be  effects  of  causes, 
sums  of  conditions,  terms  in  a  series ; 
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they  are  to  be  brought  to  their  end, 
or  weakened  and  narrowed,  by  right 
action  and  endeavour,  and  this  endea¬ 
vour  does  not  stagnate  in  antipathy, 
but  concentrates  itself  in  transfixing 
a  cause.  In  no  other  condition  of  the 
spirit  than  this,  in  which  firm  acqui¬ 
escence  mingles  with  valorous  effort, 
can  a  man  be  so  sure  of  raising  a  calm 
gaze  and  an  enduring  brow  to  the 
cruelty  of  circumstance.  The  last  ap¬ 
palling  stroke  of  annihilation  itself  is 
measured  with  purest  fortitude  by  one, 
whose  religious  contemplation  dwells 
most  habitually  upon  the  sovereignty 
of  obdurate  laws  in  the  vast  revolving 
circle  of  physical  forces,  on  the  one 
hand,  and,  on  the  other,  upon  that 
moral  order  which  the  vision  and  pity 
of  good  men  for  their  fellows,  guiding 
the  spontaneous  energy  of  all  men  in 
strife  with  circumstance,  have  raised 
into  a  structure  sublimer  and  more 
amazing  than  all  the  majesty  of  outer 
nature. 
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In  Byron’s  time  the  pretensions  of 
the  two  possible  answers  to  the  great 
and  eternally  open  questions  of  God, 
Immortality,  and  the  like,  were  in¬ 
dependent  of  that  powerful  host  of 
inferences  and  analogies  which  the 
advance  of  physical  discovery,  and  the 
establishment  of  a  historical  order, 
have  since  then  brought  into  men’s 
minds.  The  direct  aggressions  of  old 
are  for  the  most  part  abandoned,  be¬ 
cause  it  is  felt  that  no  fiercest  polemical 
cannonading  can  drive  away  the  im¬ 
palpable  darkness  of  error,  but  only 
the  slow  and  silent  presence  of  the 
dawning  truth.  ‘  Cain  ’  remains,  a  stern 
and  lofty  statement  of  the  case  against 
that  theological  tradition  which  so 
outrages,  where  it  has  not  already 
too  deeply  depraved,  the  conscience  of 
civilised  man.  Yet  every  one  who  is 
competent  to  judge,  must  feel  how 
infinitely  more  free  the  mind  of  the 
poet  would  have  been,  if  besides  this 
just  and  holy  rage,  most  laudable  in 
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its  kind,  his  intellectual  equipment  had 
been  ample  enough  and  precise  enough 
to  have  taught  him,  that  all  the  con¬ 
ceptions  that  races  of  men  have  ever 
held,  either  about  themselves  or  their 
deities,  have  had  a  source  in  the  per¬ 
manently  useful  instincts  of  human 
nature,  are  capable  of  explanation,  and 
of  a  historical  justification ;  that  is  to 
say,  of  the  kind  of  justification  which 
is,  in  itself  and  of  its  own  force,  the 
most  instant  destruction  to  w’hat  has 
grown  to  be  an  anachronism. 

Byron’s  curiously  marked  predilection 
for  dramatic  composition,  not  merely 
for  dramatic  poems,  as  ‘  Manfred  ’  or 
‘Cain,’ but  for  genuine  plays,  as  ‘Marino 
Faliero,’  ‘Werner,’  the  ‘Two  Foscari,’ 
was  the  only  sign  of  his  approach  to 
the  really  positive  spirit.  Dramatic 
art,  in  its  purest  modern  conception,  is 
genuinely  positive ;  that  is,  it  is  the 
presentation  of  action,  character,  and 
motive  in  a  self-sufficing  and  self- 
evolving  order.  There  are  no  final 
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causes,  and  the  first  moving  elements 
are  taken  for  granted  to  begin  with. 
The  dramatist  creates,  but  it  is  the 
climax  of  his  work  to  appear  to  stand 
absolutely  apart  and  unseen,  while  the 
play  unfolds  itself  to  the  spectator,  just 
as  the  greater  drama  of  physical  pheno¬ 
mena  unfolds  itself  to  the  scientific 
observer,  or  as  the  order  of  recorded 
history  extends  in  natural  process  under 
the  eye  of  the  political  philosopher. 
Partly,  no  doubt,  the  attraction  which 
dramatic  form  had  for  Byron  is  to  be 
explained  by  that  revolutionary  thirst 
for  action,  of  which  we  have  already 
spoken;  but  partly  also  it  may  well 
have  been  due  to  Byron’s  rudimentary 
and  unsuspected  affinity  with  the  more 
constructive  and  scientific  side  of  the 
modern  spirit. 

His  idea  of  Nature,  of  which  some¬ 
thing  has  been  already  said,  pointed 
in  the  same  direction;  for,  although 
he  made  an  abstraction  and  a  goddess 
of  her,  and  was  in  so  far  out  of  the 
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right  modern  way  of  thinking  about 
these  outer  forces,  it  is  to  be  remem¬ 
bered,  that,  while  this  dominant  con¬ 
ception  of  Nature  as  introduced  by 
Rousseau  and  others  into  politics  was 
most  mischievous  and  destructive,  its 
place  and  worth  in  poetry  are  very 
different;  because  here  in  the  region 
of  the  imagination  it  had  the  effect, 
without  any  pernicious  practical  con¬ 
sequences,  of  giving  shape  and  propor¬ 
tion  to  that  great  idea  of  ‘ensemble’ 
throughout  the  visible  universe,  which 
may  be  called  the  beginning  and 
fountain  of  right  knowledge.  The 
conception  of  the  relationship  of  the 
different  parts  and  members  of  the 
vast  cosmos  was  not  accessible  to 
Byron,  as  it  is  to  a  later  generation, 
but  his  constant  appeal  in  season  and 
out  of  season  to  all  the  life  and  move¬ 
ment  that  surrounds  man,  implied  and 
promoted  the  widest  extension  of 
consciousness  of  the  wholeness  and 
community  of  natural  processes. 
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There  was  one  very  manifest  evil 
consequence  of  the  hold  which  this 
idea  in  its  cruder  shape  gained  over 
Byron  and  his  admirers.  The  vastness 
of  the  material  universe,  as  they  con¬ 
ceived  and  half  adored  it,  entirely  over¬ 
shadowed  the  principle  of  moral  duty 
and  social  obligation.  The  domestic 
sentiment,  for  example,  almost  disap¬ 
pears  in  those  works  which  made  Byron 
most  popular,  or  else  it  only  appears, 
to  be  banished  with  reproach.  This 
is  quite  in  accordance  with  the  revolu¬ 
tionary  spirit,  which  was  in  one  of  its 
most  fundamental  aspects  a  revolt 
on  behalf  of  unconditioned  individual 
rights,  and  against  the  family.  If  we 
accept  what  seems  to  be  the  fatal  law 
of  progress,  that  excess  on  one  side  is 
only  moderated  by  a  nearly  correspond¬ 
ing  excess  of  an  opposite  kind,  the 
Byronic  dissolution  of  domestic  feeling 
was  not  entirely  without  justification. 
There  is  probably  no  uglier  growth 
of  time  than  that  mean  and  poor 
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form  of  domesticity,  which  has  always 
been  too  apt  to  fascinate  the  English 
imagination,  ever  since  the  last  great 
effort  of  the  Rebellion,  and  which  rose 
to  the  climax  of  its  popularity  when 
George  III.  won  all  hearts  by  living 
like  a  farmer.  Instead  of  the  fierce 
light  beating  about  a  throne,  it  played 
lambently  upon  a  sty.  And  the  nation 
who  admired,  imitated.  When  the 
Regent  came,  and  with  him  that  coarse 
profligacy  which  has  alternated  with 
cloudy  insipidity  in  the  annals  of  the 
line,  the  honest  part  of  the  world,  out 
of  antipathy  to  the  son,  was  driven 
even  further  into  domestic  sentimen¬ 
tality  of  a  greasy  kind,  than  it  had 
gone  from  affection  for  the  sire. 

Byron  helped  to  clear  the  air  of  this. 
His  fire,  his  lofty  spaciousness  of  out¬ 
look,  his  spirited  interest  in  great 
national  causes,  his  romance,  and  the 
passion  both  of  his  animosity  and  his 
sympathy,  acted  for  a  while  like  an 
electric  current,  and  every  one  within 
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his  influence  became  ashamed  to  barter 
the  large  heritage  of  manhood,  with  its 
many  realms  and  illimitable  interests, 
for  the  sordid  ease  of  the  hearth  and 
the  good  word  of  the  unworthy.  He 
fills  men  with  thoughts  that  shake 
down  the  unlovely  temple  of  comfort. 
This  was  good,  to  force  whoever  was 
not  already  too  far  sunk  into  the  mire, 
high  up  to  the  larger  atmosphere, 
whence  they  could  see  how  minute 
an  atom  is  man,  how  infinite  and  blind 
and  pitiless  the  might  that  encompasses 
his  little  life.  Many  feeble  spirits  ran 
back  homewards  from  the  horrid 
solitudes  and  abysses  of  ‘  Manfred,’ 
and  the  moral  terrors  of  ‘  Cain,’  and 
even  the  despair  of  ‘  Harold,’  and, 
burying  themselves  in  warm  domestic 
places,  were  comforted  by  the  familiar 
restoratives  and  appliances.  Firmer 
souls  were  not  only  exhilarated,  but 
intoxicated  by  the  potent  and  unac¬ 
customed  air.  They  went  too  far. 
They  made  war  on  the  family,  and 
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the  idea  of  it.  Everything  human  was 
mischievously  dwarfed,  and  the  differ¬ 
ence  between  right  and  wrong,  between 
gratification  of  appetite  and  its  control 
for  virtue’s  sake,  between  the  accept¬ 
ance  and  the  evasion  of  clear  obligation, 
all  became  invisible  or  of  no  account 
in  the  new  light.  That  constancy  and 
permanence,  of  which  the  family  is  the 
type,  and  which  is  the  first  condition 
alike  of  the  stability  and  progress  of 
society,  was  obliterated  from  thought. 
As  if  the  wonders  that  have  been 
wrought  by  this  regulated  constancy 
of  the  feeling  of  man  for  man  in  trans¬ 
forming  human  life  were  not  far  more 
transcendently  exalting  than  the  con¬ 
templation  of  those  glories  of  brute 
nature,  which  are  barbaric  in  com¬ 
parison. 

It  would  be  unjust  not  to  admit  that 
there  are  abundant  passages  in  his 
poems  of  too  manifest  depth  and  sin¬ 
cerity  of  feeling,  for  us  to  suppose  that 
Byron  himself  was  dead  to  the  beauty 
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of  domestic  sentiment.  The  united 
tenderness  and  dignity  of  Faliero’s 
words  to  Angiolina,  before  he  goes  to 
the  meeting  of  the  conspirators,  would, 
if  there  were  nothing  else,  be  enough  to 
show  how  rightly  in  his  better  moods 
the  poet  appreciated  the  conditions  of 
the  family.  Unfortunately  the  better 
moods  were  not  fixed,  and  we  had  ‘  Don 
Juan,’  where  the  wit  and  colour  and 
power  served  to  make  an  anti-social 
and  licentious  sentiment  attractive  to 
puny  creatures,  who  were  thankful 
to  have  their  lasciviousness  so  gaily 
adorned.  As  for  Great  Britain,  she 
deserved  ‘Don  Juan.’  A  nation,  whose 
disrespect  for  all  ideas  and  aspirations 
that  cannot  be  supported  by  a  text,  nor 
circulated  by  a  religious  tract  society, 
was  systematic,  and  where  consequently 
the  understanding  is  least  protected 
against  sensual  sophisms,  received  no 
more  than  a  just  chastisement  in  ‘  the 
literature  of  Satan.’  Here  again,  in  the 
licence  of  this  literature,  we  see  the 
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finger  of  the  Revolution,  and  of  that 
egoism  which  makes  the  passions  of  the 
individual  his  own  law.  Let  us  con¬ 
demn  and  pass  on,  homily  undelivered. 
If  Byron  injured  the  domestic  idea  on 
this  side,  let  us  not  fail  to  observe  how 
vastly  he  elevated  it  on  others,  and  how, 
above  all,  he  pointed  to  the  idea  above 
and  beyond  it,  in  whose  light  only  can 
that  be  worthy,  the  idea  of  a  country 
and  a  public  cause.  A  man  may  be 
sure  that  the  comfort  of  the  hearth 
has  usurped  too  high  a  place,  when 
he  can  read  without  response  the  lines 
declaring  that  domestic  ties  must  yield 
in  ‘  those  who  are  called  to  the  highest 
destinies,  which  purify  corrupted  com¬ 
monwealths.’ 

We  must  forget  all  feelings  save  the 
one — 

We  must  resign  all  passions  save  our 
purpose — 

We  must  behold  no  object  save  our 
country — 

And  only  look  on  death  as  beautiful, 
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So  that  the  sacrifice  ascend  to  heaven 

And  draw  down  freedom  on  her  ever¬ 
more. 

Calendaro.  But  if  we  fail - 

I.  Bertuccio.  They  never  fail 

who  die 

In  a  great  cause :  the  block  may  soak 
their  gore ; 

Their  heads  may  sodden  in  the  sun ; 
their  limbs 

Be  strung  to  city  gates  and  castle 
walls — 

But  still  their  spirit  walks  abroad. 
Though  years 

Elapse,  and  others  share  as  dark  a 
doom, 

They  but  augment  the  deep  and  sweep¬ 
ing  thoughts 

Which  overpower  all  others,  and  conduct 

The  world  at  last  to  freedom.  What 
were  we 

If  Brutus  had  not  lived?  He  died  in 
giving 

Rome  liberty,  but  left  a  deathless 
lesson — 
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A  name  which  is  a  virtue,  and  a  soul 
Which  multiplies  itself  throughout  all 
time, 

When  wicked  men  wax  mighty,  and 
a  state 

Turns  servile. 

And  the  man  who  wrote  this  was 
worthy  to  play  an  even  nobler  part 
than  the  one  he  had  thus  nobly  des¬ 
cribed  ;  for  it  was  not  many  years  after, 
that  Byron  left  all  and  laid  down  his 
life  for  the  emancipation  of  a  strange 
land,  and  ‘  Greece  and  Italy  wept  for 
his  death,  as  it  had  been  that  of  the 
noblest  of  their  own  sons.’  Detractors 
have  done  their  best  to  pare  away 
the  merit  of  this  act  of  self-renunciation 
by  attributing  it  to  despair.  That 
contemporaries  of  their  own  humour 
had  done  their  best  to  make  his  life 
a  load  to  him  is  true,  yet  to  this  talk 
of  despair  we  may  reply  in  the  poet’s 
own  words : 

When  we  know 

All  that  can  come, and  howto  meet  it,  our 
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Resolves,  if  firm,  may  merit  a  more 
noble 

Word  than  this,  to  give  it  utterance. 

There  was  an  estimate  of  the  value 
and  purpose  of  a  human  life,  which  our 
Age  of  Comfort  may  fruitfully  ponder. 

To  fix  upon  violent  will  and  incessant 
craving  for  movement  as  the  mark  of 
a  poet,  whose  contemporaries  adored 
him  for  what  they  took  to  be  the  musing 
sweetness  of  his  melancholy,  may  seem 
a  critical  perversity.  There  is,  how¬ 
ever,  a  momentous  difference  between 
that  melancholy,  which  is  as  the  mere 
shadow  projected  by  a  man’s  spiritual 
form,  and  that  other  melancholy,  which 
itself  is  the  reality  and  substance  of  a 
character;  between  the  soul  to  whom 
dejection  brings  graceful  relief  after 
labour  and  effort,  and  the  soul  which 
by  irresistible  habit  and  constitution 
dwells  ever  in  Golgotha.  This  deep  and 
penetrating  subjective  melancholy  had 
no  possession  of  Byron.  His  character 
was  essentially  objective,  stimulated  by 
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outward  circumstance,  moving  to  out¬ 
ward  harmonies,  seeking  colour  and 
image  and  purpose  from  without. 
Hence  there  is  inevitably  a  certain 
liveliness  and  animation,  even  when 
he  is  in  the  depths.  We  feel  that  we 
are  watching  clouds  sweep  majestically 
across  the  sky,  and,  even  when  they 
are  darkest,  blue  interspaces  are  not 
far  off.  Contrast  the  moodiest  parts 
of  ‘  Childe  Harold  or  of  ‘  Cain  ’  with 
Novalis’s  ‘  Night  Hymns.’  Byron’s  gloom 
is  a  mere  elegance  in  comparison.  The 
one  pipes  to  us  with  a  graceful  des¬ 
pondency  on  the  edge  of  the  gulf,  while 
the  other  carries  us  actually  down  into 
the  black  profound,  with  no  rebellious 
cry,  nor  shriek  of  woe,  but  sombrely 
awaiting  the  deliverance  of  death,  with 
soul  absorbed  and  consumed  by  weari¬ 
ness.  Let  the  reader  mark  the  note 
of  mourning  struck  in  the  opening 
stanzas,  for  instance,  of  Novalis’s  ‘  Long¬ 
ing  after  Death,’  their  simplicity,  home¬ 
liness,  transparent  sincerity,  and  then 
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turn  to  any  of  the  familiar  passages 
where  Byron  meditates  on  the  good 
things  which  the  end  brings  to  men. 
How  artificial  he  seems,  and  unseason¬ 
ably  ornate,  and  how  conscious  of  his 
public.  In  the  first,  we  sit  sadly  on  the 
ground  in  some  veritable  Place  of  a 
Skull ;  in  the  second,  we  assist  at 
tragical  distress  after  the  manner  of 
the  Italian  opera.  We  should  be  dis¬ 
posed  to  call  the  first  a  peculiarly 
German  quality,  until  we  remember 
Pascal.  With  Novalis,  or  with  Pascal, 
as  with  all  those  whom  character,  or 
the  outer  fates,  or  the  two  together, 
have  drawn  to  dwell  in  the  valley  of 
the  shadow,  gloom  and  despondency 
are  the  very  stuff  of  their  thoughts. 
Material  energy  could  have  done  no¬ 
thing  for  them.  Their  nerves  and 
sinews  were  too  nearly  cut  asunder. 
To  know  the  quality  of  Byron’s  melan¬ 
choly,  and  to  recognise  how  little  it  was 
of  the  essence  of  his  character,  we  have 
only  to  consider  how  far  removed  he 
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was  from  this  condition.  In  other 
words,  in  spite  of  morbid  manifesta¬ 
tions  of  one  sort  and  another,  he  al¬ 
ways  preserved  a  salutary  and  vivid 
sympathy  for  action,  and  a  marked 
capacity  for  it. 

It  was  the  same  impetuous  and  in¬ 
domitable  spirit  of  effort  which  moved 
Byron  to  his  last  heroic  exploit,  that 
made  the  poetry  inspired  by  it  so 
powerful  in  Europe,  from  the  deadly 
days  of  the  Holy  Alliance  onwards. 
Cynical  and  misanthropical  as  he  has 
been  called,  as  though  that  were  his 
sum  and  substance,  he  yet  never  ceased 
to  glorify  human  freedom,  in  tones  that 
stirred  the  hearts  of  men  and  quickened 
their  hope  and  upheld  their  daring, 
as  with  the  voice  of  some  heavenly 
trumpet.  You  may,  if  you  choose,  find 
the  splendour  of  the  stanzas  in  the 
Fourth  Canto  on  the  Bourbon  restora¬ 
tion,  on  Cromwell,  and  Washington, 
a  theatrical  splendour.  But  for  all 
that,  they  touched  the  noblest  parts 
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of  men.  They  are  alive  with  an  exalted 
and  magnanimous  generosity,  the  one 
high  virtue  which  can  never  fail  to 
touch  a  multitude.  Subtlety  may  miss 
them,  graces  may  miss  them,  and  rea¬ 
son  may  fly  over  their  heads,  but  the 
words  of  a  generous  humanity  on  the 
lips  of  poet  or  chief  have  never  failed 
to  kindle  divine  music  in  their  breasts. 
The  critic  may  censure,  and  culture 
may  wave  a  disdainful  hand.  As  has 
been  said,  all  such  words  ‘are  open 
to  criticism,  and  they  are  all  above  it.’ 
The  magic  still  works.  A  mysterious 
and  potent  word  from  the  gods  has 
gone  abroad  over  the  face  of  the 
earth. 

This  larger  influence  was  not  im¬ 
paired  by  Byron’s  ethical  poverty.  The 
latter  was  an  inevitable  consequence 
of  his  defective  discipline.  The  trite¬ 
ness  of  his  moral  climax  is  occasionally 
startling.  When  Sardanapalus,  for 
instance,  sees  Zarina  torn  from  him, 
and  is  stricken  with  profound  anguish 
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at  the  pain  with  which  he  has  filled 
her  life,  he  winds  up  with  such  a 
platitude  as  this: 

To  what  gulfs 
A  single  deviation  from  the  track 
Of  human  duties  leaves  even  those  who 
claim 

The  homage  of  mankind  as  their  born 
due ! 

The  baldest  writer  of  hymns  might 
work  up  passion  enough  for  a  con¬ 
summation  like  this.  Once  more, 
Byron  was  insufficiently  furnished 
with  positive  intellectual  ideas,  and 
for  want  of  these  his  most  exalted 
words  were  constantly  left  sterile  of 
definite  and  pointed  outcome. 

Byron’s  passionate  feeling  for  man¬ 
kind  included  the  long  succession  of 
generations,  that  stretch  back  into  the 
past  and  lie  far  on  in  the  misty 
distances  of  the  future.  No  poet  has 
had  a  more  sublime  sense  of  the  in¬ 
finite  melancholy  of  history ;  indeed, 
we  hardly  feel  how  great  a  poet 
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Byron  was,  until  we  have  read  him  at 
Venice,  at  Florence,  and  above  all  in 
that  overpowering  scene  where  the 
‘lone  mother  of  dead  empires’  broods 
like  a  mysterious  haunting  spirit 
among  the  columns  and  arches  and 
wrecked  fabrics  of  Rome.  No  one  has 
expressed  with  such  amplitude  the 
sentiment  that  in  a  hundred  sacred 
spots  of  the  earth  has 

Fill’d  up 

As  ’twere,  anew,  the  gaps  of  centuries ; 
Leaving  that  beautiful  which  still  was 
so, 

And  making  that  which  was  not;  till 
the  place 

Became  religious,  and  the  heart  ran  o’er 
With  silent  worship  of  the  great  of 
old— 

The  dead,  but  sceptred  sovereigns,  who 
still  rule 

Our  spirits  from  their  urns. 

Only  he  stands  aright,  who  from  his 
little  point  of  present  possession  ever 
meditates  on  the  far-reaching  lines, 
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which  pass  through  his  point  from 
one  interminable  star  -  light  distance 
to  another.  Neither  the  stoic  pagan, 
nor  the  disciple  of  the  creed  which 
has  some  of  the  peculiar  weakness 
of  stoicism  and  not  all  its  peculiar 
strength,  could  find  Manfred’s  latest 
word  untrue  to  himself: 

The  mind,  which  is  immortal,  makes 
itself 

Requital  for  its  good  or  evil  thoughts — 
Is  its  own  origin  of  ill  and  end, 

And  its  own  place  and  time :  its  innate 
sense, 

When  stripped  of  this  mortality,  derives 
No  colour  from  the  fleeting  things  with¬ 
out: 

But  is  absorbed  in  sufferance  of  joy, 
Born  from  the  knowledge  of  its  own 
desert. 

It  is  only  when  a  man  subordinates 
this  absorption  in  individual  sufferance 
and  joy  to  the  thought  that  his  life  is 
a  trust  for  humanity,  that  he  is  sure  of 
making  it  anything  other  than  ‘  rain 
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fallen  on  the  sand.’  In  the  last  great 
episode  of  his  own  career  Byron  was 
as  lofty  as  the  noblest  side  of  his  creed. 
The  historic  feeling  for  the  unseen 
benefactors  of  old  time  was  matched 
by  vehemence  of  sympathy  with  the 
struggles  for  liberation  of  his  own  day. 
And  for  this,  history  will  not  forget 
him.  Though  he  may  have  no  place 
in  our  own  Minster,  he  assuredly  be¬ 
longs  to  the  band  of  far-shining  men, 
of  whom  Pericles  declared  the  whole 
world  to  be  the  tomb. 
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The  new  library  edition  of  Mr  Carlyle’s 
works  may  be  taken  for  the  final  pre¬ 
sentation  of  all  that  the  author  has 
to  say  to  his  contemporaries,  and  to 
possess  the  settled  form  in  which  he 
wishes  his  words  to  go  to  those  of 
posterity  who  may  prove  to  have  ears 
for  them.  The  canon  is  definitely  made 
up.  The  golden  Gospel  of  Silence  is 
effectively  compressed  in  thirty  fine 
volumes.  After  all  has  been  said  about 
self-indulgent  mannerisms,  moral  per¬ 
versities,  phraseological  outrages,  and 
the  rest,  these  volumes  will  remain  the 
noble  monument  of  the  industry,  origin¬ 
ality,  conscientiousness,  and  genius  of 
a  noble  character,  and  of  an  intellectual 
career  that  has  exercised  on  many  sides 
the  profoundest  sort  of  influence  upon 
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English  feeling.  Men  who  have  long 
since  moved  far  away  from  these 
spiritual  latitudes,  like  those  who  still 
find  an  adequate  shelter  in  them,  can 
hardly  help  feeling  as  they  turn  the 
pages  of  the  now  disused  pieces  which 
they  were  once  wont  to  ponder  daily, 
that  whatever  later  teachers  may  have 
done  in  definitely  shaping  opinion,  in 
giving  specific  form  to  sentiment,  and 
in  subjecting  impulse  to  rational  disci¬ 
pline,  here  was  the  friendly  fire-bearer 
who  first  conveyed  the  Promethean 
spark,  here  the  prophet  who  first 
smote  the  rock. 

That  with  this  sense  of  obligation  to 
the  master,  there  mixes  a  less  satis¬ 
factory  reminiscence  of  youthful  excess 
in  imitative  phrases,  in  unseasonably 
apostolic  readiness  towards  exhortation 
and  rebuke,  in  interest  about  the  soul, 
a  portion  of  which  might  more  profit¬ 
ably  have  been  converted  into  care  for 
the  head,  is  in  most  cases  true.  A 
hostile  observer  of  bands  of  Carlylites 
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at  Oxford  and  elsewhere  might  have 
been  justified  in  describing  the  im¬ 
perative  duty  of  work  as  the  theme 
of  many  an  hour  of  strenuous  idleness, 
and  the  superiority  of  golden  silence 
over  silver  speech  as  the  text  of  endless 
bursts  of  jerky  rapture,  while  a  too 
constant  invective  against  cant  had  its 
usual  effect  of  developing  cant  with  a 
difference.  To  the  incorrigibly  senti¬ 
mental  all  this  was  sheer  poison,  which 
continues  tenaciously  in  the  system. 
Others  of  robuster  character  no  sooner 
came  into  contact  with  the  world  and 
its  fortifying  exigencies,  than  they 
at  once  began  to  assimilate  the  whole¬ 
some  part  of  what  they  had  taken 
in,  while  the  rest  falls  gradually  and 
silently  out.  When  criticism  has  done 
its  just  work  on  the  disagreeable 
affectations  of  many  of  Mr  Carlyle’s 
disciples,  and  on  the  nature  of  Mr 
Carlyle’s  opinions  and  their  worth  as 
specific  contributions,  very  few  people 
will  be  found  to  deny  that  his  influence 
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in  stimulating  moral  energy,  in  kind¬ 
ling  enthusiasm  for  virtues  worthy  of 
enthusiasm,  and  in  stirring  a  sense  of 
the  reality  on  the  one  hand,  and  the 
unreality  on  the  other,  of  all  that 
man  can  do  or  suffer,  has  not  been 
surpassed  by  any  teacher  now  living. 

One  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  chief  and  just 
glories  is,  that  for  more  than  forty 
years  he  has  clearly  seen,  and  kept 
constantly  and  conspicuously  in  his 
own  sight  and  that  of  his  readers, 
the  profoundly  important  crisis  in  the 
midst  of  which  we  are  living.  The 
moral  and  social  dissolution  in  pro¬ 
gress  about  us,  and  the  enormous  peril 
of  sailing  blindfold  and  haphazard, 
without  rudder  or  compass  or  chart, 
have  always  been  fully  visible  to  him, 
and  it  is  no  fault  of  his  if  they  have 
not  become  equally  plain  to  his  con¬ 
temporaries.  The  policy  of  drifting 
has  had  no  countenance  from  him. 
That  a  society  should  be  likely  to  last 
with  hollow  and  scanty  faith,  with  no 

90 


CARLYLE 


government,  "with  a  number  of  institu¬ 
tions  hardly  one  of  them  real,  with  a 
horrible  mass  of  poverty-stricken  and 
hopeless  subjects;  that,  if  it  should 
last,  it  could  be  regarded  as  other  than 
an  abomination  of  desolation,  he  has 
boldly  and  often  declared  to  be  things 
incredible.  We  are  not  promoting  the 
objects  which  the  social  union  subsists 
to  fulfil,  nor  applying  with  energetic 
spirit  to  the  task  of  preparing  a 
sounder  state  for  our  successors.  The 
relations  between  master  and  servant, 
between  capitalist  and  labourer,  be¬ 
tween  landlord  and  tenant,  between 
governing  race  and  subject  race,  be¬ 
tween  the  feelings  and  intelligence  of 
the  legislature  and  the  feelings  and 
intelligence  of  the  nation,  between  the 
spiritual  power,  literary  and  ecclesi¬ 
astical,  and  those  who  are  under  it — 
the  anarchy  that  prevails  in  all  these, 
and  the  extreme  danger  of  it,  have 
been  with  Mr  Carlyle  a  never-ending 
theme.  What  seems  to  many  of  us 
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the  extreme  inefficiency  or  worse  of 
his  solutions,  still  allows  us  to  feel 
grateful  for  the  vigour  and  perspic¬ 
acity  with  which  he  has  pressed  on 
the  world  the  urgency  of  the  problem. 

The  degree  of  durability  which  his  in¬ 
fluence  is  likely  to  possess  with  the  next 
and  following  generations  is  another 
and  rather  sterile  question,  which  we 
are  not  now  concerned  to  discuss. 
The  unrestrained  eccentricities  which 
Mr  Carlyle’s  strong  individuality  has 
precipitated  in  his  written  style  may, 
in  spite  of  the  poetic  fineness  of 
his  imagination,  which  no  historian 
or  humorist  has  excelled,  still  be 
expected  to  deprive  his  work  of  that 
permanence  which  is  only  secured  by 
classic  form.  The  incorporation  of  so 
many  phrases,  allusions,  nicknames, 
that  belong  only  to  the  hour,  in¬ 
evitably  makes  the  vitality  of  the 
composition  conditional  on  the  vitality 
of  these  transient  and  accidental  ele¬ 
ments  which  are  so  deeply  imbedded  in 
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it.  Another  consideration  ?is  that  no 
philosophic  writer,  however  ardently 
his  words  may  have  been  treasured 
and  followed  by  the  people  of  his 
own  time,  can  well  be  cherished  by  suc¬ 
ceeding  generations,  unless  his  name 
is  associated  through  some  definable 
and  positive  contribution  with  the 
central  march  of  European  thought 
and  feeling.  In  other  words,  there 
is  a  difference  between  living  in  the 
history  of  literature  or  belief,  and 
living  in  literature  itself  and  in  the 
minds  of  believers.  Mr  Carlyle  has 
been  a  most  powerful  solvent,  but  it 
is  the  tendency  of  solvents  to  become 
merely  historic.  The  historian  of  the 
intellectual  and  moral  movements  of 
Great  Britain  during  the  present 
century,  will  fail  egregiously  in  his 
task  if  he  omits  to  give  a  large  and 
conspicuous  space  to  the  author  of 
‘Sartor  Resartus.’  But  it  is  one  thing 
to  study  historically  the  ideas  which 
have  influenced  our  predecessors,  and 
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another  thing  to  seek  in  them  an 
influence  fruitful  for  ourselves.  It  is 
to  be  hoped  that  one  may  doubt  the 
permanent  soundness  of  Mr  Carlyle’s 
peculiar  speculations,  without  either 
doubting  or  failing  to  share  that 
warm  affection  and  reverence  which 
his  personality  has  worthily  inspired 
in  many  thousands  of  his  readers. 
He  has  himself  taught  us  to  separate 
these  two  sides  of  a  man,  and  we 
have  learnt  from  him  to  love  Samuel 
Johnson  without  reading  much  or  a 
word  that  the  old  sage  wrote.  ‘  Ster¬ 
ling  and  I  walked  westward,’  he  says 
once,  ‘  arguing  copiously,  but  except 
in  opinion  not  disagreeing.’ 

It  is  none  the  less  for  what  has  just 
been  said  a  weightier  and  a  rarer 
privilege  for  a  man  to  give  a  stirring 
impulse  to  the  moral  activity  of  a 
generation,  than  to  write  in  classic 
style ;  and  to  have  impressed  the  spirit 
of  his  own  personality  deeply  upon  the 
minds  of  multitudes  of  men,  than  to 
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have  composed  most  of  those  works 
which  the  world  is  said  not  willingly 
to  let  die.  Nor,  again,  is  to  say  that 
this  higher  renown  belongs  to  Mr 
Carlyle,  to  underrate  the  less  resound¬ 
ing,  but  most  substantial,  services  of  a 
definite  kind  which  he  has  rendered 
both  to  literature  and  history.  This 
work  may  be  in  time  superseded  with 
the  advance  of  knowledge,  but  the 
value  of  the  first  service  will  remain 
unimpaired.  It  was  he,  as  has  been 
said,  ‘  who  first  taught  England  to  ap¬ 
preciate  Goethe  ’ ;  and  not  only  to 
appreciate  Goethe,  but  to  recognise 
and  seek  yet  further  knowledge  of 
the  genius  and  industry  of  Goethe’s 
countrymen.  His  splendid  drama  of 
the  French  Revolution  has  done,  and 
may  be  expected  long  to  continue  to 
do,  more  to  bring  before  our  slow- 
moving  and  unimaginative  public  the 
portentous  meaning  of  that  tremendous 
cataclysm,  than  all  the  other  writings 
on  the  subject  in  the  English  language 
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put  together.  His  presentation  of 
Puritanism  and  the  Commonwealth 
and  Oliver  Cromwell  first  made  the 
most  elevating  period  of  the  national 
history  in  any  way  really  intelligible. 
The  Life  of  Frederick  the  Second,  what¬ 
ever  judgment  we  may  pass  upon  its 
morality,  or  even  upon  its  place  as  a 
work  of  historic  art,  is  a  model  of 
laborious  and  exhaustive  narration  of 
facts  not  before  accessible  to  the  reader 
of  history.  For  all  this,  and  for  much 
other  work  eminently  useful  and  meri¬ 
torious  even  from  the  mechanical  point 
of  view,  Mr  Carlyle  deserves  the 
warmest  recognition.  His  genius  gave 
him  a  right  to  mock  at  the  ineffective¬ 
ness  of  Dryasdust,  but  his  genius  was 
also  too  true  to  prevent  him  from  add¬ 
ing  the  always  needful  supplement  of 
a  painstaking  industry  that  rivals 
Dryasdust’s  own  most  strenuous  toil. 
Take  out  of  the  mind  of  the  English 
reader  of  ordinary  cultivation  and  the 
average  journalist,  usually  a  degree  or 
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two  lower  than  this,  their  conceptions 
of  the  French  Revolution  and  the  Eng¬ 
lish  Rebellion,  and  their  knowledge  of 
German  literature  and  history,  as  well 
as  most  of  their  acquaintance  with  the 
prominent  men  of  the  eighteenth  cen¬ 
tury,  and  we  shall  see  how  much  work 
Mr  Carlyle  has  done  simply  as  school¬ 
master. 

This,  however,  is  emphatically  a 
secondary  aspect  of  his  character,  and 
of  the  function  which  he  has  fulfilled 
in  relation  to  the  more  active  tendencies 
of  modern  opinion  and  feeling.  We 
must  go  on  to  other  ground,  if  we  would 
find  the  field  in  which  he  has  laboured 
most  ardently  and  with  most  accept¬ 
ance.  History  and  literature  have  been 
with  him,  what  they  will  always  be 
with  wise  and  understanding  minds  of 
creative  and  even  of  the  higher  critical 
faculty  —  only  embodiments,  illustra¬ 
tions,  experiments,  for  ideas  about  re¬ 
ligion,  conduct,  society,  history,  govern¬ 
ment,  and  all  the  other  great  heads 
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and  departments  of  a  complete  social 
doctrine.  From  this  point  of  view,  the 
time  has  perhaps  come  when  we  may 
fairly  attempt  to  discern  some  of  the 
tendencies  which  Mr  Carlyle  has  ini¬ 
tiated  or  accelerated  and  deepened, 
though  assuredly  many  years  must 
elapse  before  any  adequate  measure 
can  be  taken  of  their  force  and  final 
direction. 

It  would  be  a  comparatively  simple 
process  to  affix  the  regulation  labels 
of  philosophy;  to  say  that  Mr  Carlyle 
is  a  Pantheist  in  religion  (or  a  Pot- 
theist,  to  use  the  alternative  whose 
flippancy  gave  such  offence  to  Sterling 
on  one  occasion),  a  Transcendentalist 
or  Intuitionist  in  ethics,  an  Absolutist 
in  politics,  and  so  forth,  with  the  addi¬ 
tion  of  a  crowd  of  privative  or  negative 
epithets  at  discretion.  But  classifica¬ 
tions  of  this  sort  are  the  worst  enemies 
of  true  knowledge.  Such  names  are 
by  the  vast  majority  even  of  persons 
who  think  themselves  educated,  im- 
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perfectly  apprehended,  ignorantly  in¬ 
terpreted,  and  crudely  and  recklessly 
applied.  It  is  not  too  much  to  say  that 
nine  out  of  ten  people  who  think  they 
have  delivered  themselves  of  a  criticism 
when  they  call  Mr  Carlyle  a  Pantheist, 
could  neither  explain  with  any  preci¬ 
sion  what  Pantheism  is,  nor  have  ever 
thought  of  determining  the  parts  of  his 
writings  where  this  particular  monster 
is  believed  to  lurk.  Labels  are  devices 
for  saving  talkative  persons  the  trouble 
of  thinking.  As  I  once  wrote  else¬ 
where  : 

‘The  readiness  to  use  general  names 
in  speaking  of  the  greater  subjects,  and 
the  fitness  which  qualifies  a  man  to  use 
them,  commonly  exist  in  inverse  pro¬ 
portions.  If  we  reflect  on  the  condi¬ 
tions  out  of  which  ordinary  opinion  is 
generated,  we  may  well  be  startled  at 
the  profuse  liberality  with  which  names 
of  the  widest  and  most  complex  and 
variable  significance  are  bestowed  on 
all  hands.  The  majority  of  the  ideas 
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which  constitute  most  men’s  intellectual 
stock-in-trade  have  accrued  by  processes 
quite  distinct  from  fair  reasoning  and 
consequent  conviction.  This  is  so 
notorious,  that  it  is  amazing  how  so 
many  people  can  go  on  freely  and 
rapidly  labelling  thinkers  or  writers 
with  names  which  they  themselves  are 
not  competent  to  bestow,  and  which 
their  hearers  are  not  competent  either 
to  understand  generally,  or  to  test  in 
the  specific  instance.’ 

These  labels  are  rather  more  worth¬ 
less  than  usual  in  the  present  case, 
because  Mr  Carlyle  is  ostentatiously 
illogical  and  defiantly  inconsistent;  and, 
therefore,  the  term  which  might  cor¬ 
rectly  describe  one  side  of  his  teaching 
or  belief  would  be  tolerably  sure  to  give 
a  wholly  false  impression  of  some  of  its 
other  sides.  The  qualifications  necessary 
to  make  any  one  of  the  regular  epithets 
fairly  applicable  would  have  to  be  so 
many,  that  the  glosses  would  virtually 
overlay  the  text.  We  shall  be  more 
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likely  to  reach  an  instructive  appre¬ 
ciation  by  discarding  such  substitutes 
for  examination,  and  considering,  not 
what  pantheistic,  absolutist,  transcen¬ 
dental,  or  any  other  doctrine  means, 
or  what  it  is  worth,  but  what  it  is  that 
Mr  Carlyle  means  about  men,  their 
character,  their  relations  to  one  an¬ 
other,  and  what  that  is  worth. 

With  most  men  and  women  the 
master  element  in  their  opinions  is 
obviously  neither  their  own  reason 
nor  their  own  imagination,  independ¬ 
ently  exercised,  but  only  mere  use  and 
wont,  chequered  by  fortuitous  sensa¬ 
tions,  and  modified  in  the  better  cases 
by  the  influence  of  a  favourite  teacher ; 
while  in  the  worse  the  teacher  is  the 
favourite  who  happens  to  chime  in  most 
harmoniously  with  prepossessions,  or 
most  effectually  to  nurse  and  exaggerate 
them.  Among  the  superior  minds  the 
balance  between  reason  and  imagina¬ 
tion  is  scarcely  ever  held  exactly  true, 
nor  is  either  firmly  kept  within  the 
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precise  bounds  that  are  proper  to  it. 
It  is  a  question  of  temperament  which 
of  the  two  mental  attitudes  becomes 
fixed  and  habitual,  as  it  is  a  question 
of  temperament  how  violently  either 
of  them  straitens  and  distorts  the 
normal  faculties  of  vision.  The  man 
who  prides  himself  on  a  hard  head, 
which  would  usually  be  better  described 
as  a  thin  head,  may  and  constantly  does 
fall  into  a  confirmed  manner  of  judging 
character  and  circumstance,  so  narrow, 
one-sided,  and  elaborately  superficial, 
as  to  make  common  sense  shudder  at 
the  crimes  that  are  committed  in  the 
divine  name  of  reason.  Excess  on  the 
other  side  leads  people  into  emotional 
transports,  in  which  the  pre-eminent 
respect  that  is  due  to  truth,  the  difficulty 
of  discovering  the  truth,  the  narrow¬ 
ness  of  the  way  that  leads  thereto, 
the  merits  of  intellectual  precision  and 
definiteness,  and  even  the  merits  of 
moral  precision  and  definiteness,  are 
all  effectually  veiled  by  purple  or  fiery 
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clouds  of  anger,  sympathy,  and  senti¬ 
mentalism,  which  imagination  has  hung 
over  the  intelligence. 

The  familiar  distinction  between  the 
poetic  and  the  scientific  temper  is  an¬ 
other  way  of  stating  the  same  differ¬ 
ence.  The  one  fuses  or  crystallises 
external  objects  and  circumstances  in 
the  medium  of  human  feeling  and 
passion;  the  other  is  concerned  with 
the  relations  of  objects  and  circum¬ 
stances  among  themselves,  including  in 
them  all  the  facts  of  human  conscious¬ 
ness,  and  with  the  discovery  and  classi¬ 
fication  of  these  relations.  There  is, 
too,  a  corresponding  distinction  be¬ 
tween  the  aspects  which  conduct,  char¬ 
acter,  social  movement,  and  the  objects 
of  nature  are  able  to  present,  according 
as  we  scrutinise  them  with  a  view  to 
exactitude  of  knowledge,  or  are  stirred 
by  some  appeal  which  they  make  to 
our  various  faculties  and  forms  of 
sensibility,  our  tenderness,  sympathy, 
awe,  terror,  love  of  beauty,  and  all  the 
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other  emotions  in  this  momentous  cata¬ 
logue.  The  starry  heavens  have  one 
side  for  the  astronomer,  as  astronomer, 
and  another  for  the  poet,  as  poet.  The 
nightingale,  the  skylark,  the  cuckoo, 
move  one  sort  of  interest  in  an  orni¬ 
thologist,  and  a  very  different  sort  in 
a  Shelley  or  a  Wordsworth.  The  hoary 
and  stupendous  formations  of  the  in¬ 
organic  world,  the  thousand  tribes  of 
insects,  the  great  universe  of  plants, 
from  those  whose  size  and  form  and 
hue  make  us  afraid  as  if  they  were 
deadly  monsters,  down  to  ‘  the  meanest 
flower  that  blows,’  all  these  are  clothed 
with  one  set  of  attributes  by  scientific 
intelligence,  and  with  another  by  senti¬ 
ment,  fancy,  and  imaginative  associa¬ 
tion. 

The  contentiousness  of  rival  schools 
of  philosophy  has  obscured  the  appli¬ 
cation  of  the  same  distinction  to  the 
various  orders  of  fact  more  nearly  and 
immediately  relating  to  man  and  the 
social  union.  One  school  has  main- 
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tained  the  virtually  unmeaning  doc¬ 
trine  that  the  will  is  free,  and  therefore 
its  followers  never  gave  any  quarter  to 
the  idea  that  man  was  as  proper  an 
object  of  scientific  scrutiny  morally  and 
historically,  as  they  could  not  deny 
him  to  be  anatomically  and  physiologi¬ 
cally.  Their  enemies  have  been  more 
concerned  to  dislodge  them  from  this 
position,  than  to  fortify,  organise,  and 
cultivate  their  own.  The  consequences 
have  not  been  without  their  danger. 
Poetic  persons  have  rushed  in  where 
scientific  persons  ought  not  to  have 
feared  to  tread.  That  human  character 
and  the  order  of  events  have  their 
poetic  aspect,  and  that  their  poetic 
treatment  demands  the  rarest  and  most 
valuable  qualities  of  mind,  is  a  truth 
which  none  but  narrow  and  superficial 
men  of  the  world  are  rash  enough  to 
deny.  But  that  there  is  a  scientific 
aspect  of  these  things,  an  order  among 
them  that  can  only  be  understood 
and  criticised  and  effectually  modified 
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scientifically,  by  using  all  the  caution 
and  precision  and  infinite  patience  of 
the  truly  scientific  spirit,  is  a  truth 
that  is  constantly  ignored  even  by  men 
and  women  of  the  loftiest  and  most 
humane  nature.  In  such  cases  mis¬ 
directed  and  uncontrolled  sensibility 
ends  in  mournful  waste  of  their  own 
energy,  in  the  certain  disappointment 
of  their  own  aims,  and  where  such 
sensibility  is  backed  by  genius,  elo¬ 
quence,  and  a  peculiar  set  of  public 
conditions,  in  prolonged  and  fatal  dis¬ 
turbance  of  society. 

Rousseau  was  the  great  type  of  this 
triumphant  and  dangerous  sophistry  of 
the  emotions.  The  Rousseau  of  these 
times  for  English-speaking  nations  is 
Thomas  Carlyle.  An  apology  is  perhaps 
needed  for  mentioning  a  man  of  such 
simple,  veracious,  disinterested,  and 
wholly  high-minded  life,  in  the  same 
breath  with  one  of  the  least  sane  men 
that  ever  lived.  Community  of  method, 
like  misery,  makes  men  acquainted  with 
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strange  bed-fellows.  Two  men  of  very 
different  degrees  of  moral  worth  may 
notoriously  both  preach  the  same  faith 
and  both  pursue  the  same  method,  and 
the  method  of  Rousseau  is  the  method 
of  Mr  Carlyle.  With  each  of  them 
thought  is  an  aspiration,  and  justice  a 
sentiment,  and  society  a  retrogression. 
Each  bids  us  look  within  our  own 
bosoms  for  truth  and  right,  postpones 
reason  to  feeling,  and  refers  to  intro¬ 
spection  and  a  factitious  something 
styled  Nature,  questions  only  to  be 
truly  solved  by  external  observation 
and  history.  In  connection  with  each 
of  them  has  been  exemplified  the  cruelty 
inherent  in  sentimentalism,  when  cir¬ 
cumstances  draw  away  the  mask.  Not 
the  least  conspicuous  of  the  disciples  of 
Rousseau  was  Robespierre.  His  works 
lay  on  the  table  of  the  Committee  of 
Public  Safety.  The  theory  of  the  Reign 
of  Terror  was  invented,  and  mercilessly 
reduced  to  practice,  by  men  whom  the 
visions  of  Rousseau  had  fired,  and  who 
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were  not  afraid  nor  ashamed  to  wade 
through  oceans  of  blood  to  the  pro¬ 
mised  land  of  humanity  and  fine  feel¬ 
ing.  We  in  our  days  have  seen  the 
same  result  of  sentimental  doctrine  in 
the  barbarous  love  of  the  battle-field, 
the  retrograde  passion  for  methods  of 
repression,  the  contempt  for  human 
life,  the  impatience  of  orderly  and 
peaceful  solution.  We  begin  with  in¬ 
trospection  and  the  eternities,  and  end 
in  blood  and  iron.  Again,  Rousseau’s 
first  piece  was  an  anathema  upon  the 
science  and  art  of  his  time,  and  a  de¬ 
nunciation  of  books  and  speech.  Mr 
Carlyle,  in  exactly  the  same  spirit,  has 
denounced  logic  mills,  warned  us  all 
away  from  literature,  and  habitually 
subordinated  discipline  of  the  intelli¬ 
gence  to  the  passionate  assertion  of 
the  will.  There  are  passages  in  which 
he  speaks  respectfully  of  Intellect,  but 
he  is  always  careful  to  show  that  he 
is  using  the  term  in  a  special  sense  of 
his  own,  and  confounding  it  with  ‘  the 
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exact  summary  of  human  Worth,’  as 
in  one  place  he  defines  it.  Thus,  instead 
of  co-ordinating  moral  worthiness  with 
intellectual  energy,  virtue  with  intelli¬ 
gence,  right  action  of  the  will  with 
scientific  processes  of  the  understand¬ 
ing,  he  has  either  placed  one  immea¬ 
surably  below  the  other,  or  else  has 
mischievously  insisted  on  treating  them 
as  identical.  The  dictates  of  a  kind 
heart  are  of  superior  force  to  the 
maxims  of  political  economy ;  swift 
and  peremptory  resolution  is  a  safer 
guide  than  a  balancing  judgment.  If 
the  will  works  easily  and  surely,  we 
may  assume  the  rectitude  of  the  mov¬ 
ing  impulse.  All  this  is  no  caricature  of 
a  system  which  sets  sentiment,  some¬ 
times  hard  sentiment  and  sometimes 
soft  sentiment,  above  reason  and 
method. 

In  other  words,  the  writer  who  in 
these  days  has  done  more  than  any¬ 
body  else  to  fire  men’s  hearts  with  a 
feeling  for  right  and  an  eager  desire 
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for  social  activity,  has  with  deliberate 
contempt  thrust  away  from  him  the 
only  instruments  by  which  we  can  make 
sure  what  right  is,  and  that  our  social 
action  is  wise  and  effective.  A  born 
poet,  only  wanting  perhaps  a  clearer 
feeling  for  form  and  a  more  delicate 
spiritual  self-possession,  to  have  added 
another  name  to  the  illustrious  cata¬ 
logue  of  English  singers,  he  has  been 
driven  by  the  impetuosity  of  his  sym¬ 
pathies  to  attack  the  scientific  side  of 
social  questions  in  an  imaginative  and 
highly  emotional  manner.  Depth  of 
benevolent  feeling  is  unhappily  no 
proof  of  fitness  for  handling  complex 
problems,  and  a  fine  sense  of  the  pic¬ 
turesque  is  no  more  a  qualification  for 
dealing  effectively  with  the  difficulties 
of  an  old  society,  than  the  composition 
of  Wordsworth’s  famous  sonnet  on 
Westminster  Bridge  was  any  reason 
for  supposing  that  the  author  would 
have  made  a  competent  Commissioner 
of  Works. 
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Why  should  society,  with  its  long  and 
deep-hidden  processes  of  growth,  its  in¬ 
numerable  intricacies  and  far-off  his¬ 
toric  complexities,  be  as  an  open  book 
to  any  reader  of  its  pages  who  brings 
acuteness  and  passion,  but  no  patience 
nor  calm  accuracy  of  meditation  ?  Ob¬ 
jects  of  thought  and  observation  far 
simpler,  more  free  from  all  blinding 
and  distorting  elements,  more  accessible 
to  direct  and  ocular  inspection,  are  by 
rational  consent  reserved  for  the  calm¬ 
est  and  most  austere  moods  and  methods 
of  human  intelligence.  Nor  is  denun¬ 
ciation  of  the  conditions  of  a  problem 
the  quickest  step  towards  solving  it. 
Vituperation  of  the  fact  that  supply 
and  demand  practically  regulate  certain 
kinds  of  bargain,  is  no  contribution  to 
systematic  efforts  to  discover  some 
more  moral  regulator.  Take  all  the 
invective  that  Mr  Carlyle  has  poured 
out  against  political  economy,  the  Dis¬ 
mal  Science,  and  Gospel  according  to 
M‘Croudy.  Granting  the  absolute  and 
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entire  inadequateness  of  political  econ¬ 
omy  to  sum  up  the  laws  and  conditions 
of  a  healthy  social  state — and  no  one 
more  than  the  present  writer  deplores 
the  mischief  which  the  application  of 
the  maxims  of  political  economy  by 
ignorant  and  selfish  spirits  has  effected 
in  confirming  the  worst  tendencies  of 
the  commercial  character — yet  is  it  not 
a  first  condition  of  our  being  able  to 
substitute  better  machinery  for  the 
ordinary  rules  of  self-interest,  that  we 
know  scientifically  how  those  rules  do 
and  must  operate  ?  Again,  in  another 
field,  it  is  well  to  cry  out :  ‘  Caitiff,  we 
hate  thee,’  with  a  ‘hatred,  a  hostility 
inexorable,  unappeasable,  which  blasts 
the  scoundrel,  and  all  scoundrels  ulti¬ 
mately,  into  black  annihilation  and  dis¬ 
appearance  from  the  scene  of  things.’ 
But  this  is  slightly  vague.  It  is  not 
scientific.  There  are  caitiffs  and  caitiffs. 
There  is  a  more  and  a  less  of  scoundrel- 
ism,  as  there  is  a  more  and  a  less  of 
black  annihilation,  and  we  must  have 
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systematic  jurisprudence,  with  its 
classification  of  caitiffs  and  its  gradu¬ 
ated  blasting.  Has  Mr  Carlyle’s  passion, 
or  have  the  sedulous  and  scientific 
labours  of  that  Bentham,  whose  name 
with  him  is  a  symbol  of  evil,  done  most 
in  what  he  calls  the  Scoundrel-province 
of  Reform  within  the  last  half-century  ? 
Sterling’s  criticism  on  Teufelsdrockh 
told  a  hard  but  wholesome  truth  to 
Teufelsdrockh’s  creator.  ‘  Wanting 
peace  himself,’  said  Sterling,  ‘his  fierce 
dissatisfaction  fixes  on  all  that  is  weak, 
corrupt,  and  imperfect  around  him ; 
and  instead  of  a  calm  and  steady  co¬ 
operation  with  all  those  who  are  en¬ 
deavouring  to  apply  the  highest  ideas 
as  remedies  for  the  worst  evils,  he  holds 
himself  in  savage  isolation.’ 

Mr  Carlyle  assures  us  of  Bonaparte 
that  he  had  an  instinct  of  nature  better 
than  his  culture  was,  and  illustrates  it 
by  the  story  that  during  the  Egyptian 
expedition,  when  his  scientific  men  were 
busy  arguing  that  there  could  be  no 
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God,  Bonaparte,  looking  up  to  the  stars, 
confuted  them  decisively  by  saying: 
‘Very  ingenious,  Messieurs;  but  who 
made  all  that?’  Surely  the  most  in¬ 
conclusive  answer  since  coxcombs  van¬ 
quished  Berkeley  with  a  grin.  It  is, 
however,  a  type  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  faith 
in  the  instinct  of  nature,  as  supersed¬ 
ing  the  necessity  for  patient  logical 
method ;  a  faith,  in  other  words,  in 
crude  and  uninterpreted  sense.  In¬ 
sight,  indeed,  goes  far,  but  it  no  more 
entitles  its  possessor  to  dispense  with 
reasoned  discipline  and  system  in  treat¬ 
ing  scientific  subjects,  than  it  relieves 
him  from  the  necessity  of  conforming 
to  the  physical  conditions  of  health. 
Why  should  society  be  the  one  field 
of  thought  in  which  a  man  of  genius 
is  at  liberty  to  assume  all  his  major 
premises,  and  swear  all  his  conclusions  ? 

The  deep  unrest  of  unsatisfied  souls 
meets  its  earliest  solace  in  the  effective 
and  sympathetic  expression  of  the  same 
unrest  from  the  lips  of  another.  To 
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look  it  in  the  face  is  the  first  approach 
to  a  sedative.  To  find  our  discontent 
with  the  actual,  our  yearning  for  an 
undefined  ideal,  our  aspiration  after 
impossible  heights  of  being,  shared  and 
amplified  in  the  emotional  speech  of  a 
man  of  genius,  is  the  beginning  of  con¬ 
solation.  Some  of  the  most  generous 
spirits  a  hundred  years  ago  found  this 
in  the  eloquence  of  Rousseau,  and  some 
of  the  most  generous  spirits  of  this 
time  and  place  have  found  it  in  the 
writer  of  the  ‘Sartor.’  In  ages  not  of 
faith,  there  will  always  be  multitudin¬ 
ous  troops  of  people  crying  for  the 
moon.  If  such  sorrowful  pastime  be 
ever  permissible  to  men,  it  has  been 
natural  and  lawful  this  long  while  in 
prse-revolutionary  England,  as  it  was 
natural  and  lawful  a  century  since  in 
prae-revolutionary  France.  A  man  bom 
into  a  community  where  political  forms, 
from  the  monarchy  down  to  the  popular 
chamber,  are  mainly  hollow  shams  dis¬ 
guising  the  coarse  supremacy  of  wealth, 
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where  religion  is  mainly  official  and 
political,  and  is  ever  too  ready  to  dis¬ 
sever  itself  alike  from  the  spirit  of 
justice,  the  spirit  of  charity,  and  the 
spirit  of  truth,  and  where  literature 
does  not  as  a  rule  permit  itself  to  discuss 
serious  subjects  frankly  and  worthily — 
a  community,  in  short,  where  the  great 
aim  of  all  classes  and  orders  with  power 
is  by  dint  of  rigorous  silence,  fast  shut¬ 
ting  of  the  eyes,  and  stern  stopping  of 
the  ears,  somehow  to  keep  the  social 
pyramid  on  its  apex,  with  the  fatal 
result  of  preserving  for  England  its 
glorious  fame  as  a  paradise  for  the 
well-to-do,  a  purgatory  for  the  able, 
and  a  hell  for  the  poor — why,  a  man 
born  into  all  this  with  a  heart  some¬ 
thing  softer  than  a  flint,  and  with  in¬ 
tellectual  vision  something  more  acute 
than  that  of  a  Troglodyte,  may  well 
be  allowed  to  turn  aside  and  cry  for 
moons  for  a  season. 

Impotent  unrest,  however,  is  followed 
in  Mr  Carlyle  by  what  is  socially  an 
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impotent  solution,  just  as  it  was  with 
Rousseau.  To  bid  a  man  do  his  duty 
in  one  page,  and  then  in  the  next  to 
warn  him  sternly  away  from  utilitarian¬ 
ism,  from  political  economy,  from  all 
‘  theories  of  the  moral  sense,’  and  from 
any  other  definite  means  of  ascertain¬ 
ing  what  duty  may  chance  to  be,  is  but 
a  bald  and  naked  counsel.  Spiritual 
nullity  and  material  confusion  in  a 
society  are  not  to  be  repaired  by  a 
transformation  of  egotism,  querulous, 
brooding,  marvelling,  into  egotism, 
active,  practical,  objective,  not  uncom- 
placent.  The  moral  movements  to 
which  the  instinctive  impulses  of  hu¬ 
manity  fallen  on  evil  times  uniformly 
give  birth,  early  Christianity,  for  in¬ 
stance,  or  the  socialism  of  Rousseau, 
may  destroy  a  society,  but  they  cannot 
save  it  unless  in  conjunction  with 
organising  policy.  A  thorough  ap¬ 
preciation  of  fiscal  and  economic  truths 
was  at  least  as  indispensable  for  the 
life  of  the  Roman  Empire  as  the  ac- 
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ceptance  of  a  Messiah ;  and  it  was  only- 
in  the  hands  of  a  great  statesman  like 
Gregory  VII.  that  Christianity  became 
at  last  an  instrument  powerful  enough 
to  save  civilisation.  What  the  moral 
renovation  of  Rousseau  did  for  France 
we  all  know.  Now  Rousseau’s  was  far 
more  profoundly  social  than  the  doc¬ 
trine  of  Mr  Carlyle,  which,  while  in 
name  a  renunciation  of  self,  has  all  its 
foundations  in  the  purest  individualism. 
Rousseau,  notwithstanding  the  method 
of  ‘Emile,’  treats  man  as  a  part  of  a 
collective  whole,  contracting  manifold 
relations  and  owing  manifold  duties ; 
and  he  always  appeals  to  the  love  and 
sympathy  which  an  imaginary  God  of 
nature  has  implanted  in  the  heart. 
His  aim  is  unity.  Mr  Carlyle,  follow¬ 
ing  the  same  method  of  obedience  to 
his  own  personal  emotions,  unfortified 
by  patient  reasoning,  lands  at  the 
other  extremity,  and  lays  all  his  stress 
on  the  separatist  instincts.  The  indi¬ 
vidual  stands  alone  confronted  by  the 
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eternities ;  between  these  and  his  own 
soul  exists  the  one  central  relation. 
This  has  all  the  fundamental  egotism 
of  the  doctrine  of  personal  salvation, 
emancipated  from  fable,  and  varnished 
with  an  emotional  phrase.  The  doc¬ 
trine  has  been  very  widely  interpreted, 
and  without  any  forcing,  as  a  religious 
expression  for  the  conditions  of  com¬ 
mercial  success. 

If  we  look  among  our  own  country¬ 
men,  we  find  that  the  apostle  of  self- 
renunciation  is  nowhere  so  beloved  as 
by  the  best  of  those  whom  steady  self- 
reliance  and  thrifty  self-securing  and 
a  firm  eye  to  the  main  chance  have 
got  successfully  on  in  the  world.  A 
Carlylean  anthology,  or  volume  of  the 
master’s  sentences,  might  easily  be 
composed,  that  should  contain  the 
highest  form  of  private  liturgy  ac¬ 
cepted  by  the  best  of  the  industrial 
classes,  masters  or  men.  They  forgive 
or  overlook  the  writer’s  denunciations 
of  Beaver  Industrialisms,  which  they 
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attribute  to  his  caprice  or  spleen.  This 
is  the  worst  of  an  emotional  teacher, 
that  people  take  only  so  much  as  they 
please  from  him,  while  with  a  reasoner 
they  must  either  refute  by  reason,  or 
else  they  must  accept  by  reason,  and 
not  at  simple  choice.  When  trade  is 
brisk,  and  England  is  successfully  com¬ 
peting  in  the  foreign  markets,  the 
books  that  enjoin  silence  and  self-an¬ 
nihilation  have  a  wonderful  popularity 
in  the  manufacturing  districts.  This 
circumstance  is  honourable  both  to 
them  and  to  him,  as  far  as  it  goes, 
but  it  furnishes  some  reason  for  sus¬ 
pecting  that  our  most  vigorous  moral 
reformer,  so  far  from  propelling  us  in 
new  grooves,  has  in  truth  only  given 
new  firmness  and  coherency  to  ten¬ 
dencies  that  were  strongly  marked 
enough  in  the  national  character 
before.  He  has  increased  the  fervour 
of  the  country,  but  without  materially 
changing  its  objects;  there  is  all  the 
less  disguise  among  us  as  a  result  of 
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his  teaching,  but  no  radical  modifica¬ 
tion  of  the  sentiments  which  people 
are  sincere  in.  The  most  stirring 
general  appeal  to  the  emotions,  to  be 
effective  for  more  than  negative  pur¬ 
poses,  must  lead  up  to  definite  maxims 
and  specific  precepts.  As  a  negative 
renovation  Mr  Carlyle’s  doctrine  was 
perfect.  It  effectually  put  an  end  to 
the  mood  of  Byronism.  May  we  say 
that  with  the  neutralisation  of  Byron, 
his  most  decisive  and  special  work 
came  to  an  end?  May  we  not  say 
further,  that  the  true  renovation  of 
England,  if  such  a  process  be  ever 
feasible,  will  lie  in  a  quite  other  method 
than  this  of  emotion?  It  will  lie  not 
in  more  moral  earnestness  only,  but 
in  a  more  open  intelligence ;  not  merely 
in  a  more  dogged  resolution  to  work 
and  be  silent,  but  in  a  ready  willing¬ 
ness  to  use  the  understanding.  The 
poison  of  our  sins,  says  Mr  Carlyle  in 
his  latest  utterance,  ‘  is  not  intellectual 
dimness  chiefly,  but  torpid  unveracity 
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of  heart.’  Yes,  but  all  un  veracity, 
torpid  or  fervid,  breeds  intellectual 
dimness,  and  it  is  this  last  which 
prevents  us  from  seeing  a  way  out  of 
the  present  ignoble  situation.  We 
need  light  more  than  heat ;  intellectual 
alertness,  faith  in  the  reasoning  faculty, 
accessibility  to  new  ideas.  To  refuse 
to  use  the  intellect  patiently  and  with 
system,  to  decline  to  seek  scientific 
truth,  to  prefer  effusive  indulgence  of 
emotion  to  the  laborious  and  disciplined 
and  candid  exploration  of  new  ideas, 
is  not  this,  too,  a  torpid  unveracity? 
And  has  not  Mr  Carlyle,  by  the  im¬ 
patience  of  his  method,  done  somewhat 
to  deepen  it  ? 

It  is  very  well  to  invite  us  to  moral 
reform,  to  bring  ourselves  to  be  of 
heroic  mind,  as  the  surest  way  to  ‘  the 
blessed  Aristocracy  of  the  Wisest.’  But 
how  shall  we  know  the  wisest  when 
we  see  them,  and  how  shall  a  nation 
know,  if  not  by  keen  respect  and 
watchfulness  for  intellectual  truth  and 
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the  teachers  of  it?  Much  as  we  may 
admire  Mr  Carlyle’s  many  gifts,  and 
highly  as  we  may  revere  his  character, 
it  is  yet  very  doubtful  whether  any¬ 
body  has  as  yet  learnt  from  him  the 
precious  lesson  of  scrupulosity  and 
conscientiousness  in  actively  and  con¬ 
stantly  using  the  intelligence.  This 
would  have  been  the  solid  foundation 
of  the  true  hero-worship. 

Let  thus  much  have  been  said  on  the 
head  of  temperament.  The  historic 
position  also  of  every  writer  is  an  in¬ 
dispensable  key  to  many  things  in  his 
teaching.  We  have  to  remember  in 
Mr  Carlyle’s  case,  that  he  was  born  in 
the  memorable  year  when  the  French 
Revolution,  in  its  narrower  sense,  was 
closed  by  the  Whiff  of  Grape-shot,  and 
when  the  great  century  of  emancipa¬ 
tion  and  illumination  was  ending  darkly 
in  battles  and  confusion.  During  his 
youth  the  reaction  was  in  full  flow, 
and  the  lamp  had  been  handed  to 
runners  who  not  only  reversed  the 
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ideas  and  methods,  but  even  turned 
aside  from  the  goal  of  their  precursors. 
Hopefulnessand  enthusiastic  confidence 
in  humanity  when  freed  from  the  fetters 
of  spiritual  superstition  and  secular 
tyranny,  marked  all  the  most  char¬ 
acteristic  and  influential  speculations 
of  the  two  generations  before  ’89.  The 
appalling  failure  which  attended  the 
splendid  attempt  to  realise  these  hopes 
in  a  renewed  and  perfected  social  struc¬ 
ture,  had  no  more  than  its  natural  effect 
in  turning  men’s  minds  back,  not  to  the 
past  of  Rousseau’s  imagination,  but  to 
the  past  of  recorded  history.  The  single 
epoch  in  the  annals  of  Europe  since 
the  rise  of  Christianity,  for  which  no 
good  word  could  be  found,  wras  the 
epoch  of  Voltaire.  The  hideousness  of 
the  Christian  church  in  the  ninth  and 
tenth  centuries  was  passed  lightly  over 
by  men  who  had  only  eyes  for  the  moral 
obliquity  of  the  church  of  the  Encyclo¬ 
paedia.  The  brilliant  but  profoundly 
inadequate  essays  on  Voltaire  and 
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Diderot  were  the  outcome  in  Mr  Carlyle 
of  the  same  reactionary  spirit.  Nobody 
now,  we  may  suppose,  who  is  competent 
to  judge,  thinks  that  that  estimate  of 
‘the  net  product  of  the  tumultuous 
Atheism’  of  Diderot  and  his  fellow- 
workers,  is  a  satisfactory  account  of 
the  influence  and  significance  of  the 
Encyclopaedia ;  nor  that  to  sum  up 
Yoltaire,  with  his  burning  passion  for 
justice,  his  indefatigable  humanity,  his 
splendid  energy  in  intellectual  produc¬ 
tion,  his  righteous  hatred  of  superstition, 
as  merely  a  supreme  master  of  persi¬ 
flage,  can  be  a  process  partaking  of 
finality.  The  fact  that  to  the  eighteenth 
century  belong  the  subjects  of  more 
than  half  of  these  thirty  volumes,  is  a 
proof  of  the  fascination  of  the  period 
for  an  author  who  has  never  ceased  to 
vilipend  it.  The  saying  is  perhaps  as 
true  in  these  matters  as  of  private  re¬ 
lations,  that  hatred  is  not  so  far  removed 
from  love  as  indifference  is.  Be  that 
as  it  may,  the  Carlylean  view  of  the 
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eighteenth  century  as  a  time  of  mere 
scepticism  and  unbelief,  is  now  clearly 
untenable  to  men  who  remember  the 
fervour  of  Jean  Jacques,  and  the  more 
rational,  but  not  any  less  fervid  faith 
of  the  disciples  of  Perfectibility.  But 
this  was  not  so  clear  fifty  years  since, 
when  the  crash  and  dust  of  demolition 
had  not  so  subsided  as  to  let  men  see 
how  much  had  risen  up  behind.  The 
fire  of  the  new  school  had  been  taken 
from  the  very  conflagration  which  they 
execrated,  but  they  were  not  held  back 
from  denouncing  the  eighteenth  century 
by  the  reflection  that,  at  any  rate,  its 
thought  and  action  had  made  ready 
the  way  for  much  of  what  is  best  in 
the  nineteenth. 

Mr  Carlyle  himself  has  told  us  about 
Coleridge,  and  the  movement  of  which 
Coleridge  was  the  leader.  That  move¬ 
ment  has  led  many  men  in  widely 
different  ways.  In  one  direction  it 
has  stagnated  in  the  sunless  swamps 
of  a  theosophy,  from  which  a  cloud  of 
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sedulous  ephemera  still  suck  a  little 
spiritual  moisture.  In  another  it  led 
to  the  sacramental  and  sacerdotal 
developments  of  Anglicanism.  In  a 
third,  among  men  with  strong  practical 
energy,  to  the  benevolent  bluster  of  a 
sort  of  Christianity  which  is  called 
muscular  because  it  is  not  intellectual. 
It  would  be  an  error  to  suppose  that 
these  and  the  other  streams  that  have 
sprung  from  the  same  source,  did  not 
in  the  days  of  their  fulness  fertilise 
and  gladden  many  lands.  The  wordy 
pietism  of  one  school,  the  mimetic  rites 
of  another,  the  romping  heroics  of  the 
third,  are  degenerate  forms.  How  long 
they  are  likely  to  endure,  it  would  be 
rash  to  predict  among  a  nation  whose 
established  teachers  and  official  preach¬ 
ers  are  prevented  by  an  inveterate 
timidity  from  trusting  themselves  to 
that  disciplined  intelligence,  in  which 
the  superior  minds  of  the  last  century 
had  such  courageous  faith. 

Mr  Carlyle  drank  in  some  sort  at  the 
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same  fountain.  Coleridgean  ideas  were 
in  the  air.  It  was  there  probably  that 
he  acquired  that  sympathy  with  the 
past,  or  with  certain  portions  of  the 
past,  that  feeling  of  the  unity  of  history, 
and  that  conviction  of  the  necessity  of 
binding  our  theory  of  history  fast  with 
our  theory  of  other  things,  in  all  of 
which  he  so  strikingly  resembles  the 
great  Anglican  leaders  of  a  generation 
ago,  and  in  gaining  some  of  which  so 
strenuous  an  effort  must  have  been 
needed  to  modify  the  prepossessions  of 
a  Scotch  Puritan  education.  No  one 
has  contributed  more  powerfully  to  that 
movement  which,  drawing  force  from 
many  and  various  sides,  has  brought 
out  the  difference  between  the  historian 
and  the  gazetteer  or  antiquary.  One 
half  of  ‘  Past  and  Present  ’  might  have 
been  written  by  one  of  the  Oxford  chiefs 
in  the  days  of  the  Tracts.  Vehement 
native  force  was  too  strong  for  such  a 
man  to  remain  in  the  luminous  haze 
which  made  the  Coleridgean  atmos- 
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phere.  A  well-known  chapter  in  the 
‘  Life  of  Sterling,’  which  some,  indeed, 
have  found  too  ungracious,  shows  how 
little  hold  he  felt  Coleridge’s  ideas  to 
be  capable  of  retaining,  and  how  little 
permanent  satisfaction  resided  in  them. 
Coleridge,  in  fact,  was  not  only  a  poet 
but  a  thinker  as  well ;  he  had  science 
of  a  sort  as  well  as  imagination,  but 
it  was  not  science  for  headlong  and 
impatient  souls.  Mr  Carlyle  has  prob¬ 
ably  never  been  able  to  endure  a  sub¬ 
division  all  his  life,  and  the  infinite 
ramifications  of  the  central  division 
between  object  and  subject  might  well 
be  with  him  an  unprofitable  weariness 
to  the  flesh. 

In  England,  the  greatest  literary 
organ  of  the  Revolution  was  unques¬ 
tionably  Byron,  whose  genius,  daring, 
and  melodramatic  lawlessness,  exercised 
what  now  seems  such  an  amazing  fas¬ 
cination  over  the  least  revolutionary 
of  European  nations.  Unfitted  for 
scientific  work  and  full  of  ardour,  Mr 
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Carlyle  found  his  mission  in  rushing 
with  all  his  might  to  the  annihilation 
of  this  terrible  poet,  who,  like  some 
gorgon,  hydra,  or  chimera  dire  planted 
at  the  gate,  carried  off  a  yearly  tale 
of  youths  and  virgins  from  the  city. 
In  literature,  only  a  revolutionist  can 
thoroughly  overpower  a  revolutionist. 
Mr  Carlyle  had  fully  as  much  daring 
as  Byron;  his  writing  at  its  best,  if 
without  the  many-eyed  minuteness  and 
sustained  pulsing  force  of  Byron,  has 
still  the  full  swell  and  tide  and  energy 
of  genius :  he  is  as  lawless  in  his  dis¬ 
respect  for  some  things  established.  He 
had  the  unspeakable  advantage  of  being 
that  which,  though  not  in  this  sense, 
only  his  own  favourite  word  of  con¬ 
tempt  desci’ibes,  respectable ;  and,  for 
another  thing,  of  being  ruggedly  sin¬ 
cere.  Carlylism  is  the  male  of  Byronism. 
It  is  Byronism  with  thew  and  sinew, 
bass  pipe  and  shaggy,  bosom.  There  is 
the  same  grievous  complaint  against 
the  time  and  its  men  and  its  spirit, 
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something  even  of  the  same  contemptu¬ 
ous  despair,  the  same  sense  of  the  puni¬ 
ness  of  man  in  the  centre  of  a  cruel 
and  frowning  universe ;  but  there  is  in 
Carlylism  a  deliverance  from  it  all,  in¬ 
deed  the  only  deliverance  possible.  Its 
despair  is  a  despair  without  misery. 
Labour  in  a  high  spirit,  duty  done,  and 
right  service  performed  in  fortitudinous 
temper  —  here  was,  not  indeed  a  way 
out,  but  a  way  of  erect  living  within. 

Against  Byronism  the  ordinary  moral¬ 
ist  and  preacher  could  really  do  nothing, 
because  Byronism  was  an  appeal  that 
lay  in  the  regions  of  the  mind  only 
accessible  by  one  with  an  eye  and  a 
large  poetic  feeling  for  the  infinite 
whole  of  things.  It  was  not  the  re¬ 
bellion  only  in  ‘  Manfred  ’  nor  the  wit  in 
‘Don  Juan,’  nor  the  graceful  melan¬ 
choly  of  ‘Childe  Harold,’  which  made 
their  author  an  idol,  and  still  make 
him  one  to  multitudes  of  Frenchmen 
and  Germans  and  Italians.  One  prime 
secret  of  it  is  the  air  and  spaciousness, 
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the  freedom  and  elemental  grandeur  of 
Byron.  Who  has  not  felt  this  to  be 
one  of  the  glories  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  work, 
that  it,  too,  is  large  and  spacious,  rich 
with  the  fulness  of  a  sense  of  things 
unknown  and  wonderful,  and  ever 
in  the  tiniest  part  showing  us  the 
stupendous  and  overwhelming  whole? 
The  magnitude  of  the  universal  forces 
enlarges  the  pettiness  of  man,  and 
the  smallness  of  his  achievement  and 
endurance  takes  a  complexion  of  great¬ 
ness  from  the  vague  immensity  that 
surrounds  and  impalpably  mixes  with 
it. 

Remember  further,  that  while  in 
Byron  the  outcome  of  this  was  re¬ 
bellion,  in  Carlyle  its  outcome  is  rever¬ 
ence,  a  noble  mood,  which  is  one  of  the 
highest  predispositions  of  the  English 
character.  The  instincts  of  sanctifica¬ 
tion  rooted  in  Teutonic  races,  and 
which  in  the  corrupt  and  unctuous 
forms  of  a  mechanical  religious  pro¬ 
fession  are  so  revolting,  were  mocked 
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and  outraged,  where  they  were  not 
superciliously  ignored,  in  every  line  of 
the  one,  while  in  the  other  they  were 
enthroned  under  the  name  of  Worship, 
as  the  very  key  and  centre  of  the  right 
life.  The  prophet  who  never  wearies 
of  declaring  that  ‘  only  in  bowing  down 
before  the  Higher  does  man  feel  him¬ 
self  exalted,’  touched  solemn  organ 
notes,  that  awoke  a  response  from  dim 
religious  depths,  never  reached  by  the 
stormy  wailings  of  the  Byronic  lyre. 
The  political  side  of  the  reverential 
sentiment  is  equally  conciliated,  and 
the  prime  business  of  individuals  and 
communities  pronounced  to  be  the 
search  after  worthy  objects  of  this 
divine  quality  of  reverence.  While 
kings’  cloaks  and  church  tippets  are 
never  spared,  still  less  suffered  to  pro¬ 
tect  the  dishonour  of  ignoble  wearers 
of  them,  the  inadequateness  of  aggres¬ 
sion  and  demolition,  the  necessity  of 
quiet  order,  the  uncounted  debt  that 
we  owe  to  rulers  and  to  all  sorts  of 
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holy  and  great  men  who  have  given 
this  order  to  the  world,  all  this  brought 
repose  and  harmony  into  spirits  that 
the  hollow  thunders  of  universal  re¬ 
bellion  against  tyrants  and  priests  had 
worn  into  thinness  and  confusion. 
Again,  at  the  bottom  of  the  veriest 
‘frondeur’  with  English  blood  in  his 
veins,  in  his  most  defiant  moment  there 
lies  a  conviction  that  after  all  some¬ 
thing  known  as  common  sense  is  the 
measure  of  life,  and  that  to  work  hard 
is  a  demonstrated  precept  of  common 
sense.  Carlylism  exactly  hits  this  and 
brings  it  forward.  We  cannot  wonder 
that  Byronism  was  routed  from  the 
field. 

It  may  have  been  in  the  transcend- 
ently  firm  and  clear-eyed  intelligence 
of  Goethe  that  Mr  Carlyle  first  found 
a  responsive  encouragement  to  the 
profoundly  positive  impulses  of  his 
own  spirit.  There  is,  indeed,  a  whole 
heaven  betwixt  the  serenity,  balance, 
and  bright  composure  of  the  one, 
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and  the  vehemence,  passion,  masterful 
wrath,  of  the  other ;  and  the  vast,  in¬ 
cessant,  exact  inquisitiveness  of  Goethe 
finds  nothing  corresponding  to  it  in 
Mr  Carlyle’s  multitudinous  contempt 
and  indifference,  sometimes  express 
and  sometimes  only  very  significantly 
implied,  for  forms  of  intellectual  ac¬ 
tivity  that  do  not  happen  to  be  per¬ 
sonally  congenial.  But  each  is  a  god, 
though  the  one  sits  ever  on  Olympus, 
while  the  other  is  as  one  from  Tartarus. 
There  is  in  each,  besides  all  else,  a  cer¬ 
tain  remarkable  directness  of  glance, 
an  intrepid  and  penetrating  quality  of 
vision,  which  defies  analysis.  Occa¬ 
sional  turgidity  of  phrase  and  un- 
idiomatic  handling  of  language  do  not 
conceal  the  simplicity  of  the  process 
by  which  Mr  Carlyle  pierces  through 
obstruction  down  to  the  abstrusest 
depths.  And  the  important  fact  is  that 
this  abstruseness  is  not  verbal,  any 
more  than  it  is  the  abstruseness  of  fog 
and  cloud.  His  epithet,  or  image,  or 
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trope,  shoots  like  a  sunbeam  on  to 
the  matter,  throwing  a  transfigurating 
light,  even  where  it  fails  to  pierce  to 
its  central  core. 

Eager  for  a  firm  foothold,  yet  wholly 
revolted  by  the  too  narrow  and  un¬ 
elevated  positivity  of  the  eighteenth 
century;  eager  also  for  some  recog¬ 
nition  of  the  wide  realm  of  the  un¬ 
knowable,  yet  wholly  unsatisfied  by 
the  transcendentalism  of  the  English 
and  Scotch  philosophic  reactions ;  he 
found  in  Goethe  that  truly  free  and 
adequate  positivity  which  accepts  all 
things  as  parts  of  a  natural  or  historic 
order,  and  while  insisting  on  the  recog¬ 
nition  of  the  actual  conditions  of  this 
order  as  indispensable,  and  condemning 
attempted  evasions  of  such  recognition 
as  futile  and  childish,  yet  opens  an 
ample  bosom  for  all  forms  of  beauty  in 
art,  and  for  all  nobleness  in  moral 
aspiration.  That  Mr  Carlyle  has  reached 
this  high  ground  we  do  not  say.  Tem¬ 
perament  has  kept  him  down  from  it. 
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But  it  is  after  this  that  he  has  striven. 
The  tumid  nothingness  of  pure  tran¬ 
scendentalism  he  has  always  abhorred. 
Some  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  favourite  phrases 
have  disguised  from  his  readers  the 
intensely  practical  turn  of  his  whole 
mind.  His  constant  presentation  of 
the  Eternities,  the  Immensities,  and 
the  like,  has  veiled  his  almost  narrow 
adherence  to  plain  record  without 
moral  comment,  and  his  often  cynical 
respect  for  the  dangerous,  yet,  when 
rightly  qualified  and  guided,  the  solid 
formula  that  What  is,  is.  The  Eter¬ 
nities  and  Immensities  are  only  a  kind 
of  awful  background.  The  highest 
souls  are  held  to  be  deeply  conscious 
of  these  vast  unspeakable  presences, 
yet  even  with  them  they  are  only 
inspiring  accessories ;  the  true  interest 
lies  in  the  practical  attitude  of  such 
men  towards  the  actual  and  palpable 
circumstances  that  surround  them. 
This  spirituality,  whose  place  in  Mr 
Carlyle’s  teaching  has  been  so  ex- 
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tremely  misstated,  sinks  wholly  out 
of  sight  in  connection  with  such  heroes 
as  the  coarse  and  materialist  Bona¬ 
parte,  of  whom,  however,  the  hero- 
worshipper  in  earlier  pieces  speaks  with 
some  laudable  misgiving,  and  the  not 
less  coarse  and  materialist  Frederick, 
about  whom  no  misgiving  is  permitted 
to  the  loyal  disciple.  The  admiration 
for  military  methods,  on  condition  that 
they  are  successful,  for  Mr  Carlyle,  like 
Providence,  is  always  on  the  side  of  big 
and  victorious  battalions,  is  the  last 
outcome  of  a  devotion  to  vigorous 
action  and  practical  effect,  which  no 
verbal  garniture  of  a  transcendental 
kind  can  hinder  us  from  perceiving 
to  be  more  purely  materialist  and  un- 
feignedly  brutal  than  anything  which 
sprung  from  the  reviled  thought  of  the 
eighteenth  century. 

It  is  instructive  to  remark  that  an¬ 
other  of  the  most  illustrious  enemies 
of  that  century  and  all  its  works, 
Joseph  de  Maistre,  had  the  same  ad- 
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miration  for  the  effectiveness  of  war, 
and  the  same  extreme  interest  and 
concern  in  the  men  and  things  of  war. 
He,  too,  declares  that  ‘  the  loftiest  and 
most  generous  sentiments  are  probably 
to  be  found  in  the  soldier  ’ ;  and  that 
war,  if  terrible,  is  divine  and  splendid 
and  fascinating,  the  manifestation  of  a 
sublime  law  of  the  universe.  We  must, 
however,  do  De  Maistre  the  justice  to 
point  out,  first,  that  he  gave  a  measure 
of  his  strange  interest  in  Surgery  and 
Judgment,  as  Mr  Carlyle  calls  it,  to 
the  public  executioner,  a  division  of  the 
honours  of  social  surgery  which  is  no 
more  than  fair;  while,  in  the  second 
place,  he  redeems  the  brutality  of  the 
military  surgical  idea  after  a  fashion, 
by  an  extraordinary  mysticism,  which 
led  him  to  see  in  war  a  divine,  in¬ 
scrutable  force,  determining  success 
in  a  manner  absolutely  defying  all  the 
speculations  of  human  reason.  The  bio¬ 
grapher  of  Frederick  apparently  finds 
no  inscrutable  force  at  all,  but  only 
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will,  tenacity,  and  powder  kept  dry. 
There  is  a  vast  difference  between  this 
and  the  absolutism  of  the  mystic. 

‘  Nature,’  he  says  in  one  place,  ‘  keeps 
silently  a  most  exact  Savings-bank, 
and  official  register  correct  to  the  most 
evanescent  item,  Debtor  and  Creditor, 
in  respect  to  one  and  all  of  us  ;  silently 
marks  down,  Creditor  by  such  and  such 
an  unseen  act  of  veracity  and  heroism  ; 
Debtor  to  such  a  loud  blustery  blunder, 
twenty-seven  million  strong  or  one 
unit  strong,  and  to  all  acts  and  words 
and  thoughts  executed  in  consequence 
of  that— Debtor,  Debtor,  Debtor,  day 
after  day,  rigorously  as  Fate  (for  this 
is  Fate  that  is  writing);  and  at  the 
end  of  the  account  you  will  have  it  all 
to  pay,  my  friend.’ 

That  is  to  say,  there  is  a  law  of 
recompense  for  communities  of  men, 
and  as  nations  sow,  even  thus  they 
reap.  But  what  is  Mr  Carlyle’s  account 
of  the  precise  nature  and  operation  of 
this  law  ?  What  is  the  original  dis- 
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tinction  between  an  act  of  veracity  and 
a  blunder  ?  Why  was  the  blow  struck 
by  the  Directory  on  the  Eighteenth 
Fructidor  a  blunder,  and  that  struck 
by  Bonaparte  on  the  Eighteenth  Bru- 
maire  a  veracity?  What  principle 
of  registration  is  that  which  makes 
Nature  debtor  to  Frederick  the  Second 
for  the  seizure  of  Silesia,  and  Bonaparte 
debtor  to  Nature  for  ‘trampling  on  the 
world,  holding  it  tyrannously  down’? 
It  is  very  well  to  tell  us  that  ‘  Injustice 
pays  itself  with  frightful  compound 
interest,’  but  there  are  reasons  for  sus¬ 
pecting  that  Mr  Carlyle’s  definitions  of 
the  just  and  the  unjust  are  such  as  to 
reduce  this  and  all  his  other  sentences 
of  like  purport  to  the  level  of  mere 
truism  and  repetition.  If  you  secretly 
or  openly  hold  that  to  be  just  and 
veracious  which  is  successful,  then  it 
needs  no  further  demonstration  that 
penalties  of  ultimate  failure  are  exacted 
for  injustice,  because  it  is  precisely  the 
failure  that  constitutes  the  injustice. 
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This  is  the  kernel  of  all  that  is 
most  retrograde  in  Mr  Carlyle’s  teach¬ 
ing.  He  identifies  the  physical  with 
the  moral  order,  confounds  faithful 
conformity  to  the  material  conditions 
of  success,  with  loyal  adherence  to 
virtuous  rule  and  principle,  and  then 
appeals  to  material  triumph  as  the 
sanction  of  nature  and  the  ratification 
of  high  heaven.  Admiring  with  pro- 
foundest  admiration  the  spectacle  of 
an  inflexible  will,  when  armed  with 
a  long-headed  insight  into  means  and 
quantities  and  forces  as  its  instrument, 
and  yet  deeply  revering  the  abstract 
ideal  of  justice ;  dazzled  by  the 
methods  and  the  products  of  iron  re¬ 
solution,  yet  imbued  with  traditional 
affection  for  virtue ;  he  has  seen  no 
better  way  of  conciliating  both  in¬ 
clinations  than  by  insisting  that  they 
point  in  the  same  direction,  and  that 
virtue  and  success,  justice  and  victory, 
merit  and  triumph,  are  in  the  long 
run  all  one  and  the  same  thing.  The 
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most  fatal  of  confusions.  Compliance 
with  material  law  and  condition  en¬ 
sures  material  victory,  and  compliance 
with  moral  condition  ensures  moral 
triumph ;  but  then  moral  triumph  is 
as  often  as  not  physical  martyrdom. 
Superior  military  virtues  must  un¬ 
questionably  win  the  verdict  of  Fate, 
Nature,  Fact,  and  Veracity,  on  the 
battle-field,  but  what  then?  Has  Fate 
no  other  verdicts  to  record  than  these  ? 
and  at  the  moment  while  she  writes 
Nature  down  debtor  to  the  conqueror, 
may  she  not  also  have  written  her 
down  his  implacable  creditor  for  the 
moral  cost  of  his  conquest? 

The  anarchy  and  confusion  of  Poland 
were  an  outrage  upon  political  condi¬ 
tions,  which  brought  her  to  dependence 
and  ruin.  The  manner  of  the  partition 
was  an  outrage  on  moral  conditions, 
for  which  each  of  the  nations  that 
profited  by  it  paid  in  the  lawlessness 
of  Bonaparte.  The  preliminaries  of 
Leoben,  again,  and  Campo  -  Formio 
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were  the  key  to  Waterloo  and  St 
Helena.  But  Mr  Carlyle  stops  short 
at  the  triumph  of  compliance  with 
the  conditions  of  material  victory.  He 
is  content  to  know  that  Frederick 
made  himself  master  of  Silesia,  with¬ 
out  considering  that  the  day  of  Jena 
loomed  in  front.  It  suffices  to  say 
that  the  whiff  of  grape-shot  on  the 
Thirteenth  Vendemiaire  brought  Sans- 
culottism  to  order  and  an  end,  without 
measuring  what  permanent  elements 
of  disorder  were  ineradicably  implanted 
by  resort  to  the  military  arm.  Only 
the  failures  are  used  to  point  the  great 
historical  moral,  and  if  Bonaparte  had 
died  in  the  Tuileries  in  all  honour  and 
glory,  he  would  have  ranked  with 
Frederick  or  Francia  as  a  wholly  true 
man.  Mr  Carlyle  would  then  no  more 
have  declared  the  execution  of  Palm 
‘a  palpable,  tyrannous,  murderous  in¬ 
justice,’  than  he  declares  it  of  the 
execution  of  Katte  or  Schlubhut.  The 
fall  of  the  traitor  to  fact,  of  the 
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French  monarchy,  of  the  windbags  of 
the  first  Republic,  of  Charles  I.,  is 
improved  for  our  edification,  but  then 
the  other  lesson,  the  failure  of  heroes 
like  Cromwell,  remains  isolated  and 
incoherent,  with  no  place  in  a  morally 
regulated  universe.  If  the  strength 
of  Prussia  now  proves  that  Frederick 
had  a  right  to  seize  Silesia,  and 
relieves  us  from  inquiring  further 
whether  he  had  any  such  right  or 
not,  why  then  should  not  the  royalist 
assume,  from  the  fact  of  the  restora¬ 
tion,  and  the  consequent  obliteration 
of  Cromwell’s  work,  that  the  Protector 
was  a  usurper  and  a  phantasm  captain  ? 

Apart  from  its  irreconcilableness 
with  many  of  his  most  emphatic 
judgments,  Mr  Carlyle’s  doctrine  about 
Nature’s  registration  of  the  penalties 
of  injustice  is  intrinsically  an  anachron¬ 
ism.  It  is  worse  than  the  Catholic 
reaction,  because  while  De  Maistre 
only  wanted  Europe  to  return  to  the 
system  of  the  twelfth  century,  Mr 
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Carlyle’s  theory  of  history  takes  us 
back  to  times  prehistoric,  when  might 
and  right  were  the  same  thing.  It 
is  decidedly  natural  that  a  man  in  a 
state  of  nature  should  take  and  keep 
as  much  as  his  skill  and  physical 
strength  enable  him  to  do.  But  society 
and  its  benefits  are  all  so  much  ground 
won  from  nature  and  her  state.  The 
more  natural  a  method  of  acquisition, 
the  less  likely  is  it  to  be  social.  The 
essence  of  morality  is  the  subjugation 
of  nature  in  obedience  to  social  needs. 
To  use  Kant’s  admirable  description, 
concert  pathologically  extorted  by  the 
mere  necessities  of  situation,  is  exalted 
into  a  moral  union.  It  is  exactly  in 
this  progressive  substitution  of  one 
for  the  other  that  advancement  con¬ 
sists,  that  Progress  of  the  Species 
at  which,  in  certain  of  its  forms,  Mr 
Carlyle  has  so  many  gibes. 

That,  surely,  is  the  true  test  of 
veracity  and  heroism  in  conduct. 
Does  your  hero’s  achievement  go  in 
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the  pathological  or  the  moral  direc¬ 
tion  ?  Does  it  tend  to  spread  faith 
in  that  cunning,  violence,  force,  which 
were  once  primitive  and  natural  con¬ 
ditions  of  life,  and  which  will  still  by 
natural  law  work  to  their  own  proper 
triumphs  in  so  far  as  these  conditions 
survive,  and  within  such  limits,  and 
in  such  sense,  as  they  permit;  or,  on 
the  contrary,  does  it  tend  to  heighten 
respect  for  civic  law,  for  pledged  word, 
for  the  habit  of  self-surrender  to  the 
public  good,  and  for  all  those  other 
ideas  and  sentiments  and  usages  which 
have  been  painfully  gained  from  the 
sterile  sands  of  egotism  and  selfishness, 
and  to  which  we  are  indebted  for  all 
the  untold  boons  conferred  by  the 
social  union  on  man  ? 

Viewed  from  this  point,  the  manner 
of  the  achievement  is  as  important  as 
is  its  immediate  product,  a  considera¬ 
tion  which  it  is  one  of  Mr  Carlyle’s 
most  marked  peculiarities  to  take  into 
small  account.  Detesting  Jesuitism 
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from  the  bottom  of  his  soul,  he  has 
been  too  willing  to  accept  its  funda¬ 
mental  maxim,  that  the  end  justifies 
the  means.  He  has  taken  the  end  for 
the  ratification  or  proscription  of  the 
means,  and  stamped  it  as  the  verdict 
of  Fate  and  Fact  on  the  transaction 
and  its  doer.  A  safer  position  is  this, 
that  the  means  prepare  the  end,  and 
the  end  is  what  the  means  have  made 
it.  Here  is  the  limit  of  the  true  law 
of  the  relations  between  man  and  fate. 
Justice  and  injustice  in  the  law,  let  us 
abstain  from  inquiring  after. 

There  are  two  sets  of  relations  which 
have  still  to  be  regulated  in  some 
degree  by  the  primitive  and  patho¬ 
logical  principle  of  repression  and  main 
force.  The  first  of  these  concern  that 
unfortunate  body  of  criminal  and 
vicious  persons,  whose  unsocial  pro¬ 
pensities  are  constantly  straining  and 
endangering  the  bonds  of  the  social 
union.  They  exist  in  the  midst  of 
the  most  highly  civilised  communities, 
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with  all  the  predatory  or  violent  habits 
of  barbarous  tribes.  They  are  the 
active  and  unconquered  remnant  of 
the  natural  state,  and  it  is  as  un¬ 
scientific  as  the  experience  of  some 
unwise  philanthropy  has  shown  it  to 
be  ineffective,  to  deal  with  them 
exactly  as  if  they  occupied  the  same 
moral  and  social  level  as  the  best 
of  their  generation.  We  are  amply 
justified  in  employing  towards  them, 
wherever  their  offences  endanger  order, 
the  same  methods  of  coercion  which 
originally  made  society  possible.  No 
tenable  theory  about  free  will  or 
necessity,  no  theory  of  praise  and 
blame  that  will  bear  positive  tests, 
lays  us  under  any  obligation  to  spare 
either  the  comfort  or  the  life  of  a 
man  who  indulges  in  certain  anti¬ 
social  kinds  of  conduct.  Mr  Carlyle 
has  done  much  to  wear  this  just  and 
austere  view  into  the  minds  of  his 
generation,  and  in  so  far  he  has  per¬ 
formed  an  excellent  service. 
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The  second  set  of  relations  in 
which  the  pathological  element  still 
so  largely  predominates  are  those 
between  nations.  Separate  and  inde¬ 
pendent  communities  are  still  in  a 
state  of  nature.  The  tie  between 
them  is  only  the  imperfect,  loose, 
and  non  -  moral  tie  of  self  -  interest 
and  material  power.  Many  publicists 
and  sentimental  politicians  are  ever 
striving  to  conceal  this  displeasing 
fact  from  themselves  and  others,  and 
evading  the  lesson  of  the  outbreaks 
that  now  and  again  convulse  the 
civilised  world.  Mr  Carlyle’s  history 
of  the  rise  and  progress  of  the  power 
of  the  Prussian  monarchy  is  the  great 
illustration  of  the  hold  which  he  has 
got  of  the  conception  of  the  inter¬ 
national  state  as  a  state  of  nature ; 
and  here  again,  in  so  far  as  he  has 
helped  to  teach  us  to  study  the  past  by 
historic  methods,  he  has  undoubtedly 
done  laudable  work. 

Yet  have  we  not  to  confess  that 
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there  is  another  side  to  this  kind  of 
truth,  in  both  these  fields?  We  may 
finally  pronounce  on  a  given  way  of 
thinking,  only  after  we  have  discerned 
its  goal.  Not  knowing  this,  we  cannot 
accurately  know  its  true  tendency  and 
direction.  Now,  every  recognition  of 
the  pathological  necessity  should  imply 
a  progress  and  effort  towards  its  con¬ 
version  into  moral  relationship.  The 
difference  between  a  reactionary  and 
a  truly  progressive  thinker  or  group 
of  ideas  is  not  that  the  one  assumes 
virtuousness  and  morality  as  having 
been  the  conscious  condition  of  inter¬ 
national  dealings,  while  the  other 
asserts  that  such  dealings  were  the 
lawful  consequence  of  self  -  interest 
and  the  contest  of  material  forces ; 
nor  is  it  that  the  one  insists  on  view¬ 
ing  international  transactions  from  the 
same  moral  point  which  would  be  the 
right  one,  if  independent  communities 
actually  formed  one  stable  and  settled 
family,  while  the  other  declines  to 
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view  their  morality  at  all.  The  vital 
difference  is,  that  while  the  reactionary 
writer  rigorously  confines  his  faith 
within  the  region  of  facts  accom¬ 
plished,  the  other  anticipates  a  time 
when  the  endeavour  of  the  best  minds 
in  the  civilised  world,  co  -  operating 
with  every  favouring  external  cir¬ 
cumstance  that  arises,  shall  have  in 
the  international  circle  raised  moral 
considerations  to  an  ever  higher  and 
higher  pre-eminence,  and  in  internal 
conditions  shall  have  left  in  the  chances 
and  training  of  the  individual,  ever  less 
and  less  excuse  or  grounds  for  a  pre¬ 
disposition  to  anti-social  and  barbaric 
moods.  This  hopefulness,  in  some 
shape  or  other,  is  an  indispensable 
mark  of  the  most  valuable  thought. 
To  stop  at  the  soldier  and  the  gibbet, 
and  such  order  as  they  can  furnish,  is 
to  close  the  eyes  to  the  entire  problem 
of  the  future,  and  we  may  be  sure  that 
what  omits  the  future  is  no  adequate 
nor  stable  solution  of  the  present. 
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Mr  Carlyle’s  influence,  however,  was 
at  its  height  before  this  idolatry  of  the 
soldier  became  a  paramount  article  in 
his  creed;  and  it  is  devoutly  to  be 
hoped  that  not  many  of  those  whom 
he  first  taught  to  seize  before  all  things 
fact  and  reality,  will  follow  him  into 
this  torrid  air,  where  only  forces  and 
never  principles  are  facts,  and  where 
nothing  is  reality  but  the  violent 
triumph  of  arbitrarily  imposed  will. 
There  was  once  a  better  side  to  it  all, 
when  the  injunction  to  seek  and  cling 
to  fact  was  a  valuable  warning  not 
to  waste  energy  and  hope  in  seeking 
lights  which  it  is  not  given  to  man 
ever  to  find,  with  a  solemn  assurance 
added  that  in  frank  and  untrembling 
recognition  of  circumstance  the  spirit 
of  man  may  find  a  priceless,  ever- 
fruitful  contentment.  The  prolonged 
and  thousand-times  repeated  glorifi¬ 
cation  of  Unconsciousness,  Silence,  Re¬ 
nunciation,  all  comes  to  this:  We  are 
to  leave  the  region  of  things  unknow- 
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able,  and  hold  fast  to  the  duty  that  lies 
nearest.  Here  is  the  Everlasting  Yea. 
In  action  only  can  we  have  certainty. 

The  reticences  of  men  are  often  only 
less  full  of  meaning  than  their  most 
pregnant  speech ;  and  Mr  Carlyle’s 
unbroken  silence  upon  the  modern 
validity  and  truth  of  religious  creeds 
says  much.  The  fact  that  he  should 
have  taken  no  distinct  side  in  the  great 
debate  as  to  revelation,  salvation,  in¬ 
spiration,  and  the  other  theological 
issues  that  agitate  and  divide  a  com¬ 
munity  where  theology  is  now  mostly 
verbal,  has  been  the  subject  of  some 
comment,  and  has  had  the  effect  of 
adding  one  rather  peculiar  side  to 
the  many  varieties  of  his  influence. 
Many  in  the  dogmatic  stage  have  been 
content  to  think  that  as  he  was  not 
avowedly  against  them,  he  might  be 
with  them,  and  sacred  persons  have 
been  known  to  draw  their  most  strenu¬ 
ous  inspirations  from  the  chief  de¬ 
nouncer  of  phantasms  and  exploded 
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formulas.  Only  once,  when  speaking 
of  Sterling’s  undertaking  the  clerical 
burden,  does  he  burst  out  into  unmis¬ 
takable  description  of  the  old  Jew 
stars  that  have  now  gone  out,  and 
wrath  against  those  who  would  per¬ 
suade  us  that  these  stars  are  still  aflame 
and  the  only  ones.  That  this  reserve 
has  been  wise  in  its  day,  and  has  most 
usefully  widened  the  tide  and  scope 
of  the  teacher’s  popularity,  one  need 
not  dispute.  There  are  conditions  when 
indirect  solvents  are  most  powerful, 
as  there  are  others,  which  these  have 
done  much  to  prepare,  when  no  lover 
of  truth  will  stoop  to  declarations  other 
than  direct.  Mr  Carlyle  has  assailed 
the  dogmatic  temper  in  religion,  and 
this  is  work  that  goes  deeper  than 
to  assail  dogmas. 

Not  even  Comte  himself  has  harder 
words  for  metaphysics  than  Mr  Carlyle. 
‘The  disease  of  Metaphysics’  is  peren¬ 
nial.  Questions  of  Death  and  Im¬ 
mortality,  Origin  of  Evil,  Freedom  and 
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Necessity,  are  ever  appearing  and 
attempting  to  shape  something  of  the 
universe.  ‘  And  ever  unsuccessfully : 
for  what  theorem  of  the  Infinite  can 
the  Finite  render  complete  ?  .  .  .  Meta¬ 
physical  Speculation  as  it  begins  in  No 
or  Nothingness,  so  it  must  needs  end  in 
nothingness  ;  circixlates  and  must  circu¬ 
late  in  endless  vortices  ;  creating,  swal¬ 
lowing — itself.’  Again,  on  the  other 
side,  he  sets  his  face  just  as  firmly 
against  the  excessive  pretensions  and 
unwarranted  certitudes  of  the  physicist. 
‘The  course  of  Nature’s  phases  on  this 
our  little  fraction  of  a  Planet  is 
partially  known  to  us  :  but  who  knows 
what  deeper  courses  these  depend  on ; 
what  infinitely  larger  Cycle  (of  causes) 
our  little  Epicycle  revolves  on  ?  To 
the  Minnow  every  cranny  and  pebble, 
and  quality  and  accident  may  have  be¬ 
come  familiar ;  but  does  the  Minnow 
understand  the  Ocean  tides  and  periodic 
Currents,  the  Trade-winds,  and  Mon¬ 
soons,  and  Moon’s  Eclipses,  by  all  which 
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the  condition  of  its  little  Creek  is  regu¬ 
lated,  and  may,  from  time  to  time  (un- 
miraculously  enough)  be  quite  overset 
and  reversed  ?  Such  a  minnow  is  Man  ; 
his  Creek  this  Planet  Earth ;  his  Ocean 
the  immeasurable  All ;  his  Monsoons 
and  periodic  Currents  the  mysterious 
course  of  Providence  through  iEons 
of  .Eons.’  The  inalterable  relativity 
of  human  knowledge  has  never  been 
more  forcibly  illustrated ;  and  the  two 
passages  together  fix  the  limits  of  that 
knowledge  with  a  sagacity  truly  philo¬ 
sophic.  Between  the  vagaries  of  mys¬ 
tics  and  the  vagaries  of  physicists  lies 
the  narrow  land  of  rational  certainty, 
relative,  conditional,  experimental,  from 
which  we  view  the  vast  realm  that 
stretches  out  unknown  before  us,  and 
perhaps  for  ever  unknowable ;  inspir¬ 
ing  men  with  an  elevated  awe,  and 
environing  the  interests  and  duties  of 
their  little  lives  with  a  strange  sub¬ 
limity.  ‘  W e  emerge  from  the  Inane  ; 
haste  stormfully  across  the  astonished 
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Earth ;  then  plunge  again  into  the 
Inane.  .  .  .  But  whence?  0  Heaven, 
whither?  Sense  knows  not;  Faith 
knows  not;  only  that  it  is  through 
Mystery  to  Mystery.’ 

Natural  Supernaturalism,  the  title 
of  one  of  the  cardinal  chapters  in  Mr 
Carlyle’s  cardinal  book,  is  perhaps  as 
good  a  name  as  another  for  this  two- 
faced  yet  integral  philosophy,  which 
teaches  us  to  behold  with  cheerful 
serenity  the  great  gulf  which  is  fixed 
round  our  faculty  and  existence  on 
every  side,  while  it  fills  us  with  that 
supreme  sense  of  countless  unseen  pos¬ 
sibilities,  and  of  the  hidden,  undefined 
movements  of  shadow  and  light  over 
the  spirit,  without  which  the  soul  of 
man  falls  into  hard  and  desolate  steril¬ 
ity.  In  youth,  perhaps,  it  is  the  latter 
aspect  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  teaching  which 
first  touches  people,  because  youth  is 
the  time  of  indefinite  aspiration ;  and  it 
is  easier,  besides,  to  surrender  ourselves 
passively  to  these  vague  emotional  im- 
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pressions,  than  to  apply  actively  and  con¬ 
tentedly  to  the  duty  that  lies  nearest, 
and  to  the  securing  of  ‘that  infinitesi- 
mallest  product’  on  which  the  teacher 
is  ever  insisting.  It  is  the  Supernatural¬ 
ism  which  stirs  men  first,  until  larger 
fulness  of  years  and  wider  experience 
of  life  draw  them  to  a  wise  and  not 
inglorious  acquiescence  in  Naturalism. 
This  last  is  the  mood  which  Mr  Carlyle 
never  wearies  of  extolling  and  enjoin¬ 
ing  under  the  name  of  Belief ;  and  the 
absence  of  it,  the  inability  to  enter  into 
it,  is  that  Unbelief  which  he  so  bitterly 
vituperates,  or,  in  another  phrase,  that 
Discontent,  which  he  charges  with  hold¬ 
ing  the  soul  in  such  desperate  and  par¬ 
alysing  bondage. 

Indeed,  what  is  it  that  Mr  Carlyle 
urges  upon  us  but  the  search  for  that 
Mental  Freedom,  which  under  one  name 
or  another  has  been  the  goal  and  ideal 
of  all  highest  minds  that  have  reflected 
on  the  true  constitution  of  human 
happiness  ?  His  often  enjoined  Silence 
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is  the  first  condition  of  this  supreme 
kind  of  liberty,  for  what  is  silence  but 
the  absence  of  a  self  -  tormenting  as¬ 
sertiveness,  the  freedom  from  excessive 
susceptibility  under  the  speech  of  others, 
one’s  removal  from  the  choking  sandy 
wilderness  of  wasted  words  ?  Belief  is 
the  mood  which  emancipates  us  from 
the  paralysing  dubieties  of  distraught 
souls,  and  leaves  us  full  possession  of 
ourselves  by  furnishing  an  unshaken 
and  inexpugnable  base  for  action  and 
thought,  and  subordinating  passion  to 
conviction.  Labour,  again,  perhaps  the 
cardinal  article  in  the  creed,  is  at  once 
the  price  of  moral  independence,  and 
the  first  condition  of  that  fulness  and 
accuracy  of  knowledge,  without  which 
we  are  not  free,  but  the  bounden  slaves 
of  prejudice,  unreality,  darkness,  and 
error.  Even  Renunciation  of  self  is  in 
truth  only  the  casting  out  of  those  dis¬ 
turbing  and  masterful  qualities  which 
oppress  and  hinder  the  free,  natural 
play  of  the  worthier  parts  of  character. 
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In  renunciation  we  thus  restore  to  self 
its  own  diviner  mind. 

Yet  we  are  never  bidden  either  to 
strive  or  hope  for  a  freedom  that  is 
unbounded.  Circumstance  has  fixed 
limits  that  no  effort  can  transcend. 
Novalis  complained  in  bitter  words,  as 
we  know,  of  the  mechanical,  prosaic, 
utilitarian,  cold-hearted  character  of 
‘Wilhelm  Meister,’  constituting  it  an 
embodiment  of  ‘  artistic  Atheism,’  while 
English  critics  as  loudly  found  fault 
with  its  author  for  being  a  mystic. 
Exactly  the  same  discrepancy  is  possible 
in  respect  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  own  writings. 
In  one  sense  he  may  be  called  mystic 
and  transcendental,  in  another  baldly 
mechanical  and  even  cold-hearted,  just 
as  Novalis  found  Goethe  to  be  in 
‘  Meister.’  The  latter  impression  is  in¬ 
evitable  in  all  who,  like  Goethe  and 
like  Mr  Carlyle,  make  a  lofty  acquies¬ 
cence  in  the  positive  course  of  cir¬ 
cumstance  a  prime  condition  at  once 
of  wise  endeavour  and  of  genuine 
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happiness.  The  splendid  fire  and  un¬ 
measured  vehemence  of  Mr  Carlyle’s 
manner  partially  veil  the  depth  of  this 
acquiescence,  which  is  really  not  so  far 
removed  from  fatalism.  The  torrent 
of  his  eloquence,  bright  and  rushing 
as  it  is,  flows  between  rigid  banks 
and  over  hard  rocks.  Devotion  to  the 
heroic  does  not  prevent  the  assump¬ 
tion  of  a  tone  towards  the  great  mass 
of  the  unheroic,  which  implies  that 
they  are  no  more  than  two-legged  mill 
horses,  ever  treading  a  fixed  and  un¬ 
alterable  round.  He  practically  denies 
other  consolation  to  mortals  than  such 
as  they  may  be  able  to  get  from  the 
final  and  conclusive  Kismet  of  the 
oriental.  It  is  fate.  Man  is  the  crea¬ 
ture  of  his  destiny.  As  for  our  sup¬ 
posed  claims  on  the  heavenly  powers : 
What  right,  he  asks,  hadst  thou  even 
to  be?  Fatalism  of  this  stamp  is  the 
natural  and  unavoidable  issue  of  a 
horn  positivity  of  spirit,  uninformed  by 
scientific  meditation.  It  exists  in  its 
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coarsest  and  most  childish  kind  in  ad¬ 
venturous  freebooters  of  the  type  of 
Napoleon,  and  in  a  noble  and  not 
egotistic  kind  in  Oliver  Cromwell’s 
pious  interpretation  of  the  order  of 
events  by  the  good  will  and  providence 
of  God. 

Two  conspicuous  qualities  of  Carlyl¬ 
ean  doctrine  flow  from  this  fatalism, 
or  poetised  utilitarianism,  or  illumined 
positivity.  One  of  them  is  a  tolerably 
constant  contempt  for  excessive  nicety 
in  moral  distinctions,  and  an  aversion 
to  the  monotonous  attitude  of  praise 
and  blame.  In  a  country  overrun  and 
corroded  to  the  heart,  as  Great  Britain 
is,  with  cant  and  a  foul  mechanical  hypo¬ 
crisy,  this  temper  ought  to  have  had 
its  uses  in  giving  a  much-needed  robust¬ 
ness  to  public  judgment.  One  might 
suppose,  from  the  tone  of  opinion 
among  us,  not  only  that  the  difference 
between  right  and  wrong  marks  the 
most  important  aspect  of  conduct, 
which  would  be  true ;  but  that  it 
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marks  the  only  aspect  of  it  that  exists, 
or  that  is  worth  considering,  which  is 
most  profoundly  false.  Nowhere  has 
Puritanism  done  us  more  harm  than  in 
thus  leading  us  to  take  all  breadth,  and 
colour,  and  diversity,  and  fine  discrim¬ 
ination,  out  of  otar  judgments  of  men, 
reducing  them  to  thin,  narrow,  and 
superficial  pronouncements  upon  the 
letter  of  their  morality,  or  the  precise 
conformity  of  their  opinions  to  accepted 
standards  of  truth,  religious  or  other. 
Among  other  evils  which  it  has  in¬ 
flicted,  this  inability  to  conceive  of  con¬ 
duct  except  as  either  right  or  wrong, 
and,  correspondingly  in  the  intellectual 
order,  of  teaching  except  as  either  true 
or  false,  is  at  the  bottom  of  that  fatal 
spirit  of  ‘  parti  -  pris  ’  which  has  led 
to  the  rooting  of  so  much  injustice, 
disorder,  immobility,  and  darkness 
in  English  intelligence.  No  excess  of 
morality,  we  may  be  sure,  has  followed 
this  excessive  adoption  of  the  exclu¬ 
sively  moral  standard.  ‘  Quand  il  n’y 
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a  plus  de  principes  dans  le  cceur,’  says 
De  Senancourt,  ‘  on  est  bien  scrupuleux 
sur  les  apparences  publiques  et  sur  les 
devoirs  d'opinion.’  We  have  simply 
got  for  our  pains  a  most  unlovely  lean¬ 
ness  of  judgment,  and  ever  since  the 
days  when  this  temper  set  in  until  now, 
when  a  wholesome  rebellion  is  afoot, 
it  has  steadily  and  powerfully  tended 
to  straiten  character,  to  make  action 
mechanical,  and  to  impoverish  art.  As 
if  there  were  nothing  admirable  in  a 
man  save  unbroken  obedience  to  the 
letter  of  the  moral  law,  and  that  letter 
read  in  our  own  casual  and  local  inter¬ 
pretation  ;  and  as  if  we  had  no  faculties 
of  sympathy,  no  sense  for  the  beauty 
of  character,  no  feeling  for  broad  force 
and  full-pulsing  vitality. 

To  study  manners  and  conduct  and 
men’s  moral  nature  in  such  a  way,  is 
as  direct  an  error  as  it  would  be  to 
overlook  in  the  study  of  his  body 
everything  except  its  vertebral  column 
and  the  bony  framework.  The  body  is 
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more  than  mere  anatomy.  A  character 
is  much  else  besides  being  virtuous  or 
vicious.  In  many  of  the  characters  in 
which  some  of  the  finest  and  most 
singular  qualities  of  humanity  would 
seem  to  have  reached  their  furthest 
height,  their  morality  was  the  side 
least  worth  discussing.  The  same  may 
be  said  of  the  specific  rightness  or 
wrongness  of  opinion  in  the  intellec¬ 
tual  order.  Let  us  condemn  error  or 
immorality,  when  the  scope  of  our 
criticism  calls  for  this  particular  func¬ 
tion,  but  why  rush  to  praise  or  blame, 
to  eulogy  or  reprobation,  when  we 
should  do  better  simply  to  explore  and 
enjoy?  Moral  imperfection  is  ever  a 
grievous  curtailment  of  life,  but  many 
exquisite  flowers  of  character,  many 
gracious  and  potent  things,  may  still 
thrive  in  the  most  disordered  scene. 

The  vast  waste  which  this  limitation 
of  prospect  entails  is  the  most  grievous 
rejection  of  moral  treasure,  if  it  be  true 
that  nothing  enriches  the  nature  like 
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wide  sympathy  and  many-coloured  ap¬ 
preciativeness.  To  a  man  like  Macaulay, 
for  example,  criticism  was  only  a  tribu¬ 
nal  before  which  men  were  brought  to 
be  decisively  tried  by  one  or  two  in¬ 
flexible  tests,  and  then  sent  to  join  the 
sheep  on  the  one  hand,  or  the  goats  on 
the  other.  His  pages  are  the  record  of 
sentences  passed,  not  the  presentation 
of  human  characters  in  all  their  fulness 
and  colour;  and  the  consequence  is 
that  even  now  and  so  soon,  in  spite  of 
all  their  rhetorical  brilliance,  their  hold 
on  men  has  grown  slack.  Contrast  the 
dim  depths  into  which  his  essay  on 
Johnson  is  receding,  with  the  vitality 
as  of  a  fine  dramatic  creation  which  ex¬ 
ists  in  Mr  Carlyle’s  essay  on  the  same 
man.  Mr  Carlyle  knows  as  well  as 
Macaulay  how  blind  and  stupid  a  creed 
was  English  Toryism  a  century  ago, 
but  he  seizes  and  reproduces  the  char¬ 
acter  of  his  man,  and  this  was  much 
more  than  a  matter  of  a  creed.  So 
with  Burns.  He  was  drunken  and  un- 
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chaste  and  thriftless,  and  Mr  Carlyle 
holds  all  these  vices  as  deeply  in  repro¬ 
bation  as  if  he  had  written  ten  thou¬ 
sand  sermons  against  them ;  but  he 
leaves  the  fulmination  to  the  hack 
moralist  of  the  pulpit  or  the  press, 
with  whom  words  are  cheap,  easily 
gotten,  and  readily  thrown  forth.  To 
him  it  seems  better  worth  while,  hav¬ 
ing  made  sure  of  some  sterling  sin¬ 
cerity  and  rare  genuineness  of  vision 
and  singular  human  quality,  to  dwell 
on,  and  do  justice  to  that,  than  to 
accumulate  commonplaces  as  to  the 
viciousness  of  vice.  Here  we  may  per¬ 
haps  find  the  explanation  of  the  re¬ 
markable  fact  that  though  Mr  Carlyle 
has  written  about  a  large  number  of 
men  of  all  varieties  of  opinion  and  tem¬ 
perament,  and  written  with  emphasis 
and  point  and  strong  feeling,  yet  there 
is  hardly  one  of  these  judgments,  how¬ 
ever  much  we  may  dissent  from  it, 
which  we  could  fairly  put  a  finger 
upon  as  indecently  absurd  or  futile. 
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Of  how  many  writers  of  thirty  volumes 
can  we  say  the  same  ? 

That  this  broad  and  poetic  temper 
of  criticism  has  special  dangers,  and 
needs  to  have  special  safeguards,  is 
but  too  true.  Even,  however,  if  we 
find  that  it  has  its  excesses,  we  may 
forgive  much  to  the  merits  of  a  re¬ 
action  against  a  system  which  has 
raised  monstrous  floods  of  sour  cant 
round  about  us,  and  hardened  the 
hearts  and  parched  the  sympathies  of 
men  by  blasts  of  theological  deserts. 
There  is  a  point  of  view  so  lofty  and 
so  peculiar  that  from  it  we  are  able 
to  discern  in  men  and  women  some¬ 
thing  more  than,  and  apart  from,  creed 
and  profession  and  formulated  prin¬ 
ciple  ;  which  indeed  directs  and  colours 
this  creed  and  principle  as  decisively  as 
it  is  in  its  turn  acted  on  by  them,  and 
this  is  their  character  or  humanity. 
The  least  important  thing  about  John¬ 
son  is  that  he  was  a  Tory ;  and  about 
Burns,  that  he  drank  too  much  and 
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was  incontinent ;  and  if  we  see  in 
modern  literature  an  increasing  ten¬ 
dency  to  mount  to  this  higher  point 
of  view,  this  humaner  prospect,  there 
is  no  living  writer  to  whom  we  owe 
more  for  it  than  Mr  Carlyle.  The 
same  principle  which  revealed  the 
valour  and  godliness  of  Puritanism, 
has  proved  its  most  efficacious  solvent, 
for  it  places  character  on  the  pedestal 
where  Puritanism  places  dogma. 

The  second  of  the  qualities  which 
seem  to  flow  from  Mr  Carlyle’s  fatalism, 
and  one  much  less  useful  among  such 
a  people  as  the  English,  is  a  deficiency 
of  sympathy  with  masses  of  men.  It 
would  be  easy  enough  to  find  places 
where  he  talks  of  the  dumb  millions 
in  terms  of  fine  and  sincere  humanity, 
and  his  feeling  for  the  common  pathos 
of  the  human  lot,  as  he  encounters  it 
in  individual  lives,  is  as  earnest  and 
as  simple,  as  it  is  invariably  lovely 
and  touching  in  its  expression.  But  de¬ 
tached  passages  cannot  counterbalance 
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the  effect  of  a  whole  compact  body  of 
teaching.  The  multitude  stands  be¬ 
tween  Destiny  on  the  one  side,  and  the 
Hero  on  the  other ;  a  sport  to  the  first, 
and  as  potter’s  clay  to  the  second. 
‘  Dogs,  would  ye  then  live  for  ever  ?  ’ 
Frederick  is  truly  or  fabulously  said 
to  have  cried  to  a  troop  who  hesitated 
to  attack  a  battery  vomiting  forth 
death  and  destruction.  This  is  a  mea¬ 
sure  of  Mr  Carlyle’s  own  valuation  of 
the  store  we  ought  to  set  on  the  lives 
of  the  most.  We  know  in  what  coarse 
outcome  such  an  estimate  of  the  dignity 
of  other  life  than  the  life  heroic  has 
practically  issued ;  in  what  barbarous 
vindication  of  barbarous  law-breaking 
in  Jamaica,  in  what  inhuman  soft¬ 
ness  for  slavery,  in  what  contemptuous 
and  angry  words  for  ‘  Beales  and  his 
50,000  roughs,’  contrasted  with  gentle 
words  for  our  precious  aristocracy, 
with  ‘  the  politest  and  gracefullest  kind 
of  woman  ’  to  wife.  Here  is  the  end  of 
the  Eternal  Verities,  when  one  lets 
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them  bulk  so  big  in  his  eyes  as  to  shut 
out  that  perishable  speck,  the  human 
race. 

‘  They  seem  to  have  seen,  these  brave 
old  Northmen,’  he  says  in  one  place, 
‘what  Meditation  has  taught  all  men 
in  all  ages,  that  this  world  is  after  all 
but  a  show — a  phenomenon  or  appear¬ 
ance,  no  real  thing.  All  deep  souls  see 
into  that.’  Yes  ;  but  deep  souls  dealing 
with  the  practical  questions  of  society, 
do  well  to  thrust  the  vision  as  far  from 
them  as  they  can,  and  to  suppose  that 
this  world  is  no  show,  and  happiness 
and  misery  not  mere  appearances,  but 
the  keenest  realities  that  we  can  know. 
The  difference  between  virtue  and  vice, 
between  wisdom  and  folly,  is  only 
phenomenal,  yet  there  is  difference 
enough.  ‘  What  shadows  we  are,  and 
what  shadows  we  pursue !  ’  Burke 
cried  in  the  presence  of  an  affecting 
incident.  Yet  the  consciousness  of  this 
made  him  none  the  less  careful,  minute, 
patient,  systematic,  in  examining  a 
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policy,  or  criticising  a  tax.  Mr  Carlyle, 
on  the  contrary,  falls  back  on  the  same 
reflection  for  comfort  in  the  face  of 
political  confusions  and  difficulties  and 
details,  which  he  has  not  the  moral 
patience  to  encounter  scientifically. 
Unable  to  dream  of  swift  renovation 
and  wisdom  among  men,  he  ponders 
on  the  unreality  of  life,  and  hardens 
his  heart  against  generations  that  will 
not  know  the  things  that  pertain  unto 
their  peace.  He  answers  to  one  lifting 
up  some  moderate  voice  of  protest  in 
favour  of  the  masses  of  mankind,  as 
his  Prussian  hero  did :  ‘  Ah,  you  do  not 
know  that  damned  race !  ’ 

There  is  no  passage  which  Mr  Carlyle 
so  often  quotes  as  the  sublime — 

‘  We  are  such  stuff 

As  dreams  are  made  on ;  and  our  little 
life 

Is  rounded  with  a  sleep.’ 

If  the  ever  present  impression  of  this 
awful,  most  moving,  yet  most  soothing 
thought,  be  a  law  of  spiritual  breadth 
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and  height,  there  is  still  a  peril  in  it. 
Such  an  impression  may  inform  the 
soul  with  a  devout  mingled  sense  of 
grandeur  and  nothingness,  or  it  may 
blacken  into  cynicism  and  antinomian 
living  for  self  and  the  day.  It  may  be 
a  solemn  and  holy  refrain,  sounding 
far  off  but  clear  in  the  dusty  course 
of  work  and  duty;  or  it  may  be  the 
comforting  chorus  of  a  diabolic  drama 
of  selfishness  and  violence.  As  a  re¬ 
action  against  religious  theories  which 
make  humanity  over-abound  in  self¬ 
consequence,  and  fill  individuals  with 
the  strutting  importance  of  creatures 
with  private  souls  to  save  or  lose,  even 
such  cynicism  as  Byron’s  was  whole¬ 
some  and  nearly  forgivable.  Never¬ 
theless,  the  most  important  question 
that  we  can  ask  of  any  great  teacher, 
as  of  the  walk  and  conversation  of  any 
commonest  person,  remains  this — how 
far  has  he  strengthened  and  raised  the 
conscious  and  harmonious  dignity  of 
humanity ;  how  stirred  in  men  and 
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women,  many  or  few,  deeper  and  more 
active  sense  of  the  worth  and  obligation 
and  innumerable  possibilities,  not  of 
their  own  little  lives,  one  or  another, 
but  of  life  collectively ;  how  heightened 
the  self-respect  of  the  race?  There  is 
no  need  to  plant  oneself  in  a  fool’s 
paradise,  with  no  eye  for  the  weakness 
of  men,  the  futility  of  their  hopes, 
the  irony  of  their  fate,  the  dominion 
of  the  satyr  and  the  tiger  in  their 
hearts.  Laughter  has  a  fore-place  in 
life.  All  this  we  may  see  and  show 
that  we  see,  and  yet  so  throw  it  behind 
the  weightier  facts  of  nobleness  and 
sacrifice,  of  the  boundless  gifts  which 
fraternal  union  has  given,  and  has 
the  power  of  giving,  as  to  kindle  in 
every  breast,  not  callous  to  exalted 
impressions,  the  glow  of  sympathetic 
endeavour,  and  of  serene  exultation 
in  the  bond  that  makes  ‘precious  the 
soul  of  man  to  man.’ 

This  renewal  of  moral  energy  by 
spiritual  contact  with  the  mass  of  men, 
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and  by  meditation  on  the  destinies  of 
mankind,  is  the  very  reverse  of  Mr 
Carlyle’s  method.  With  him,  it  is  good 
to  leave  the  mass,  and  fall  down  before 
the  individual,  and  be  saved  by  him. 
The  victorious  hero  is  the  true  Paraclete. 
‘  Nothing  so  lifts  a  man  from  all  his 
mean  imprisonments,  were  it  but  for 
moments,  as  true  admiration.’  And 
this  is  really  the  kernel  of  the  Carlylean 
doctrine.  The  whole  human  race  toils 
and  moils,  straining  and  energising, 
doing  and  suffering  things  multitudin¬ 
ous  and  unspeakable  under  the  sun, 
in  order  that  like  the  aloe-tree  it  may 
once  in  a  hundred  years  produce  a 
flower.  It  is  this  hero  that  age  offers 
to  age,  and  the  wisest  worship  him. 
Time  and  nature  once  again  distil  from 
out  of  the  lees  and  froth  of  common 
humanity  some  wondrous  character,  of 
a  potent  and  reviving  property  hardly 
short  of  miraculous.  This  the  man 
who  knows  his  own  good  cherishes  in 
his  inmost  soul  as  a  sacred  thing,  an 
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elixir  of  moral  life.  The  Great  Man 
is  ‘  the  light  which  enlightens,  which 
has  enlightened  the  darkness  of  the 
world ;  a  flowing  light  fountain,  in 
whose  radiance  all  souls  feel  that  it 
is  well  with  them.’  This  is  only  another 
form  of  the  anthropomorphic  concep¬ 
tions  of  deity.  The  divinity  of  the 
ordinary  hierophant  is  clothed  in 
the  minds  of  the  worshippers  with  the 
highest  human  qualities  they  happen 
to  be  capable  of  conceiving,  and  this 
is  the  self-acting  machinery  by  which 
worship  refreshes  and  recruits  what  is 
best  in  man.  Mr  Carlyle  has  another 
way.  He  carries  the  process  a  step 
further,  giving  back  to  the  great  man 
what  had  been  taken  for  beings  greater 
than  any  man,  and  summoning  us  to 
trim  the  lamp  of  endeavour  at  the 
shrine  of  heroic  chiefs  of  mankind.  In 
that  house  there  are  many  mansions, 
the  boisterous  sanctuary  of  a  vagabond 
polytheism.  But  each  altar  is  individ¬ 
ual  and  apart,  and  the  reaction  of  this 
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isolation  upon  the  egotistic  instincts 
of  the  worshipper  has  been  only  too 
evident.  It  is  good  for  us  to  build 
temples  to  great  names  which  recall 
special  transfigurations  of  humanity ; 
but  it  is  better  still,  it  gives  a  firmer 
nerve  to  purpose  and  adds  a  finer  holi¬ 
ness  to  the  ethical  sense,  to  carry  ever 
with  us  the  unmarked,  yet  living 
tradition  of  the  voiceless  unconscious 
effort  of  unnumbered  millions  of  souls, 
flitting  lightly  away  like  showers  of 
thin  leaves,  yet  ever  augmenting  the 
elements  of  perfectness  in  man,  and 
exalting  the  eternal  contest. 

Mr  Carlyle  has  indeed  written  that 
generation  stands  indissolubly  woven 
with  generation ;  ‘  how  we  inherit,  not 
Life  only,  but  all  the  garniture  and 
form  of  Life,  and  work  and  speak,  and 
even  think  and  feel,  as  our  fathers 
and  primeval  grandfathers  from  the 
beginning  have  given  it  to  us  ’ ;  how 
‘  mankind  is  a  living,  indivisible  whole.’ 
Even  this,  however,  with  the  ‘literal 
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communion  of  saints,’  which  follows  in 
connection  with  it,  is  only  a  detached 
suggestion,  not  incorporated  with  the 
body  of  the  writer’s  doctrine.  It  does 
not  neutralise  the  general  lack  of  faith 
in  the  cultivable  virtue  of  masses  of 
men,  nor  the  universal  tone  of  humor¬ 
istic  cynicism  with  which  all  but  a 
little  band,  the  supposed  salt  of  the 
earth,  are  treated.  Man  is  for  Mr 
Carlyle,  as  for  the  Calvinistic  theo¬ 
logian,  a  fallen  and  depraved  being, 
without  much  hope,  except  for  a  few 
of  the  elect.  The  best  thing  that  can 
happen  to  the  poor  creature  is  that 
he  should  be  thoroughly  well  drilled. 
In  other  words,  society  does  not  really 
progress  in  its  bulk ;  and  the  methods 
which  were  conditions  of  the  original 
formation  and  growth  of  the  social 
union,  remain  indispensable  until  the 
sound  of  the  last  trump.  Was  there 
not  a  profound  and  far-reaching  truth 
wrapped  up  in  Goethe’s  simple  yet 
really  inexhaustible  monition,  that  if 
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we  would  improve  a  man,  it  were  well 
to  let  him  believe  that  we  already 
think  him  that  which  we  would  have 
him  to  be.  The  law  that  ‘  noblesse 
oblige  ’  has  unwritten  bearings  in  deal¬ 
ing  with  all  men ;  all  masses  of  men 
are  susceptible  of  an  appeal  from  that 
point:  for  this  Mr  Carlyle  seems  to 
make  no  allowance. 

Every  modification  of  society  is  one 
of  the  slow  growths  of  time,  and  to 
hurry  impatiently  after  them  by  swift 
ways  of  military  discipline  and  per¬ 
emptory  law-making,  is  only  to  clasp 
the  near  and  superficial  good.  It  is 
easy  to  make  a  solitude  and  call  it 
peace,  to  plant  an  iron  heel  and  call 
it  order.  But  read  Mr  Carlyle’s  essay 
on  Dr  Francia,  and  then  ponder  the 
history  of  Paraguay  for  these  later 
years  and  the  accounts  of  its  condition 
in  the  newspapers  of  to-day.  ‘Nay, 
it  may  be,’  we  learn  from  that  remark¬ 
able  piece,  ‘that  the  benefit  of  him 
is  not  even  yet  exhausted,  even  yet 
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entirely  become  visible.  Who  knows 
but,  in  unborn  centuries,  Paragueno 
men  will  look  back  to  their  lean  iron 
Francia,  as  men  do  in  such  cases  to 
the  one  veracious  person,  and  institute 
considerations?’  Who  knows,  indeed, 
if  only  it  prove  that  their  lean  iron 
Francia,  in  his  passion  for  order  and 
authority,  did  not  stamp  out  the  very 
life  of  the  nation  ?  Where  organic 
growths  are  concerned,  patience  is  the 
sovereign  law  ;  and  where  the  organism 
is  a  society  of  men,  the  vital  principle 
is  a  sense  in  one  shape  or  another  of  the 
dignity  of  humanity.  The  recognition 
of  this  tests  the  distinction  between 
the  truly  heroic  ruler  of  the  stamp  of 
Cromwell,  and  the  arbitrary  enthusiast 
for  external  order  like  Frederick.  Yet 
in  more  than  one  place  Mr  Carlyle 
accepts  the  fundamental  principle  of 
democracy.  ‘  It  is  curious  to  consider 
now,’  he  says  once,  ‘with  what  fierce, 
deep-breathed  doggedness  the  poor 
English  Nation,  drawn  by  their  instincts, 
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held  fast  upon  it  [the  Spanish  War 
of  Walpole’s  time,  in  Jenkins’  Ear 
Question],  and  would  take  no  denial 
of  it,  as  if  they  had  surmised  and  seen. 
For  the  instincts  of  simple,  guileless 
persons  (liable  to  be  counted  stupid 
by  the  unwary)  are  sometimes  of  pro¬ 
phetic  nature,  and  spring  from  the 
deep  places  of  this  universe !  ’  If  the 
writer  of  this  had  only  thought  it 
out  to  the  end,  and  applied  the  con¬ 
clusions  thereof  to  history  and  politics, 
what  a  difference  it  would  have  made. 

No  criticism  upon  either  Mr  Carlyle 
or  any  other  modern  historian,  pos¬ 
sessed  of  speculative  quality,  would  be 
in  any  sense  complete  which  should 
leave  out  of  sight  his  view  of  the 
manner  and  significance  of  the  break¬ 
up  of  the  old  European  structure.  The 
historian  is  pretty  sure  to  be  guided  in 
his  estimate  of  the  forces  which  have 
contributed  to  dissolution  in  the  past, 
by  the  kind  of  anticipation  which  he 
entertains  of  the  probable  course  of 
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reconstruction.  Like  Comte,  in  his 
ideas  of  temporal  reconstruction,  Mr 
Carlyle  goes  back  to  something  like 
the  forms  of  feudalism  for  the  model 
of  the  industrial  organisation  of  the 
future ;  but  in  the  spiritual  order  he  is 
as  far  removed  as  possible  from  any 
semblance  of  that  revival  of  the  old 
ecclesiastical  forms  without  the  old 
theological  ideas,  which  is  the  corner¬ 
stone  of  Comte’s  edifice.  To  the  ques¬ 
tion  whether  mankind  gained  or  lost 
by  the  French  Revolution,  Mr  Carlyle 
nowhere  gives  a  clear  answer ;  indeed, 
on  this  subject  more  even  than  any 
other,  he  clings  closely  to  his  favourite 
method  of  simple  presentation,  streaked 
with  dramatic  irony.  No  writer  shows 
himself  more  alive  to  the  enormous 
moment  to  all  Europe  of  that  trans¬ 
action  ;  but  we  hear  no  word  from  him 
on  the  question  whether  we  have  more 
reason  to  bless  or  curse  an  event  that 
interrupted,  either  subsequently  to  re¬ 
tard  or  to  accelerate,  the  transforma- 
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tion  of  the  West  from  a  state  of  war, 
of  many  degrees  of  social  subordina¬ 
tion,  of  religious  privilege,  of  aristo¬ 
cratic  administration,  into  a  state  of 
peaceful  industry,  of  equal  interna¬ 
tional  rights,  of  social  equality,  of  free 
and  equal  tolerance  of  creeds.  That 
this  process  was  going  on  prior  to  1789 
is  undeniable.  Are  we  really  nearer  to 
the  permanent  establishment  of  the 
new  order,  for  what  was  done  between 
1789  and  1793  ?  or  were  men  thrown  off 
the  right  track  of  improvement  by  a 
movement  which  turned  exclusively  on 
abstract  rights,  which  dealt  with  men’s 
ideas  and  habits  as  if  they  were  instan¬ 
taneously  pliable  before  the  aspirations 
of  any  government,  and  which  by  its 
violent  and  inconsiderate  methods  drove 
all  these  who  should  only  have  been 
friends  of  order  into  being  the  enemies 
of  progress  as  well?  There  are  many 
able  and  honest  and  republican  men 
who  in  their  hearts  suspect  that  the 
latter  of  the  two  alternatives  is  the 
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more  correct  description  of  what  has 
happened.  Mr  Carlyle  is  as  one  who 
does  not  hear  the  question.  He  draws 
its  general  moral  lesson  from  the 
French  Revolution,  and  with  clangor¬ 
ous  note  warns  all  whom  it  concerns, 
from  king  to  churl,  that  imposture 
must  come  to  an  end.  But  for  the 
precise  amount  and  kind  of  dissolution 
which  the  West  owes  to  it,  for  the 
political  meaning  of  it,  as  distinguished 
from  its  moral  or  its  dramatic  signifi¬ 
cance,  we  seek  in  vain,  finding  no  word 
on  the  subject,  nor  even  evidence  of 
consciousness  that  such  word  is  needed. 

The  truth  is  that  with  Mr  Carlyle  the 
Revolution  begins  not  in  1789  but  in 
1741 ;  not  with  the  Fall  of  the  Bastile 
but  with  the  Battle  of  Mollwitz.  This 
earliest  of  Frederick’s  victories  was 
the  first  sign  ‘  that  indeed  a  new  hour 
had  struck  on  the  Time  Horologe,  that 
a  new  Epoch  had  arisen.  Slumberous 
Europe,  rotting  amid  its  blind  pedan¬ 
tries,  its  lazy  hypocrisies,  conscious  and 
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unconscious :  this  man  is  capable  of 
shaking  it  a  little  out  of  its  stupid 
refuges  of  lies  and  ignominious  wrap¬ 
pages,  and  of  intimating  to  it  afar  off 
that  there  is  still  a  Veracity  in  Things, 
and  a  Mendacity  in  Sham  Things,’  and 
so  forth,  in  the  well-known  strain.  It 
is  impossible  to  overrate  the  truly 
supreme  importance  of  the  violent 
break-up  of  Europe  which  followed 
the  death  of  the  Emperor  Charles  VI., 
and  in  many  respects  1740  is  as  impor- 
tant  a  date  in  the  history  of  Western 
societies  as  1789.  Most  of  us  would 
probably  find  the  importance  of  this 
epoch  in  its  destructive  contribution, 
rather  than  in  that  constructive  and 
moral  quality  which  lay  under  the 
movement  of  ’89.  The  Empire  was 
thoroughly  shattered.  France  was  left 
weak,  impoverished,  humiliated.  Spain 
was  finally  thrust  from  among  the 
efficient  elements  in  the  European 
State-system.  Most  important  of  all, 
their  too  slight  sanctity  had  utterly 
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left  the  old  conceptions  of  public  law 
and  international  right.  The  whole 
polity  of  Europe  was  left  in  such  a 
condition  of  disruption  as  had  not 
been  equalled  since  the  death  of 
Charles  the  Great.  The  Partition  of 
Poland  was  the  most  startling  evi¬ 
dence  of  the  completeness  of  this  dis¬ 
ruption,  and  if  one  statesman  was  more 
to  be  praised  or  blamed  for  shaking 
over  the  fabric  than  another,  that 
statesman  was  Frederick  the  Second 
of  Prussia.  But  then,  in  Mr  Carlyle’s 
belief,  there  was  equally  a  constructive 
and  highly  moral  side  to  all  this.  The 
old  fell  to  pieces  because  it  was  inter¬ 
nally  rotten.  The  gospel  of  the  new 
was  that  the  government  of  men  and 
kingdoms  is  a  business  beyond  all 
others  demanding  an  open-eyed  acces¬ 
sibility  to  all  facts  and  realities;  that 
here  more  than  anywhere  else  you 
need  to  give  the  tools  to  him  who  can 
handle  them ;  that  government  does 
by  no  means  go  on  of  itself,  but  more 
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than  anything  else  in  this  world  de¬ 
mands  skill,  patience,  energy,  long  and 
tenacious  grip,  and  the  constant  pre¬ 
sence  of  that  most  indispensable,  yet 
most  rare,  of  all  practical  convictions, 
that  the  effect  is  the  inevitable  conse¬ 
quent  of  the  cause.  Here  was  a  revolu¬ 
tion,  we  cannot  doubt.  The  French 
Revolution  was  in  a  manner  a  comple¬ 
ment  to  it,  as  Mr  Carlyle  himself  says 
in  a  place  where  he  talks  of  believing 
both  in  the  French  Revolution  and  in 
Frederick ;  ‘  that  is  to  say  both  that 
Real  Kingship  is  eternally  indispens¬ 
able,  and  also  that  the  destruction  of 
Sham  Kingship  (a  frightful  process)  is 
occasionally  so.’  It  is  curious  that  an 
observer  who  could  see  the  positive 
side  of  Frederick’s  disruption  of  Europe 
in  1740,  did  not  also  see  that  there  was 
a  positive  side  to  the  disruption  of  the 
French  monarchy  fifty  years  after¬ 
wards,  and  that  not  only  was  a  blow 
dealt  to  sham  kingship,  but  a  decisive 
impulse  was  given  to  those  ideas  of 
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morality  and  justice  in  government, 
upon  which  only  real  kingship  in  what¬ 
ever  form  is  able  to  rest. 

As  to  the  other  great  factor  in  the 
dissolution  of  the  old  state,  the  decay 
of  ancient  spiritual  forms,  Mr  Carlyle 
gives  no  uncertain  sound.  Of  the  Re¬ 
formation,  as  of  the  French  Revolution, 
philosophers  have  doubted  how  far  it 
really  contributed  to  the  staple  pro¬ 
gress  of  European  civilisation.  Would 
it  have  been  better,  if  it  had  been  pos¬ 
sible,  for  the  old  belief  gradually  as  by 
process  of  nature  to  fall  to  pieces,  new 
doctrine  as  gradually  and  as  normally 
emerging  from  the  ground  of  dis¬ 
organised  and  decayed  convictions, 
without  any  of  that  frightful  violence 
which  stirred  men’s  deepest  passions, 
and  gave  them  a  sinister  interest 
in  holding  one  or  other  of  the  rival 
creeds  in  its  most  extreme,  exclusive, 
and  intolerant  form?  This  question 
Mr  Carlyle  does  not  see,  or,  if  he  does 
see  it,  he  rides  roughshod  over  it. 
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Every  reader  remembers  the  notable 
passage  in  which  he  declares  that  the 
question  of  Protestant  or  not  Protes¬ 
tant  meant  everywhere,  ‘  Is  there  any¬ 
thing  of  nobleness  in  you,  0  Nation, 
or  is  there  nothing?’  and  that  after¬ 
wards  it  fared  with  nations  as  they 
did,  or  did  not,  accept  this  sixteenth 
century  form  of  Truth  when  it  came. 

France,  for  example,  is  the  conspicu¬ 
ous  proof  of  what  overtook  the  deniers. 
‘  France  saw  good  to  massacre  Protes¬ 
tantism,  and  end  it,  in  the  night  of 
St  Bartholomew,  1572.  The  celestial 
apparitor  of  heaven’s  chancery,  so 
we  may  speak,  the  genius  of  Fact  and 
Veracity,  had  left  his  writ  of  summons  ; 
writ  was  read  and  replied  to  in  this 
manner.’  But  let  us  look  at  this  more 
definitely.  A  complex  series  of  historic 
facts  do  not  usually  fit  so  neatly  into 
the  moral  formula.  The  truth  surely 
is  that  while  the  anxieties  and  dangers 
of  the  Catholic  party  in  France  in¬ 
creased  after  St  Bartholomew,  whose 
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dramatic  horror  has  made  its  historic 
importance  to  be  vastly  exaggerated, 
the  Protestant  cause  remained  full 
of  vitality,  and  the  number  of  its 
adherents  went  on  increasing  until 
the  Edict  of  Nantes.  It  is  eminently 
unreasonable  to  talk  of  France  seeing 
good  to  end  Protestantism  in  a  night, 
when  we  reflect  that  twenty-six  yeai^s 
after,  the  provisions  of  the  Edict  of 
Nantes  were  what  they  were.  ‘By 
that  Edict,’  the  historian  tells  us,  ‘the 
French  Protestants,  who  numbered 
perhaps  a  tenth  of  the  total  popula¬ 
tion,  2,000,000  out  of  20,000,000,  obtained 
absolute  liberty  of  conscience ;  per¬ 
formance  of  public  worship  in  3500 
castles,  as  well  as  in  certain  specified 
houses  in  each  province ;  a  State  en¬ 
dowment  equal  to  £20,000  a  year ;  civil 
rights  equal  in  every  respect  to  those 
of  the  Catholics ;  admission  to  the 
public  colleges,  hospitals,  etc. ;  finally, 
eligibility  to  all  offices  of  State.’  It 
was  this,  and  not  the  Massacre,  which 
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was  France’s  reply  to  the  Genius  of 
Fact  and  Veracity.  Again,  on  the 
other  side,  England  accepted  Protes¬ 
tantism,  and  yet  Mr  Carlyle  of  all  men 
can  hardly  pretend,  after  his  memor¬ 
able  deliverances  in  the  ‘  Niagara,’  that 
he  thinks  she  has  fared  particularly 
well  in  consequence. 

The  famous  diatribe  against  Jesuitism 
in  the  ‘Latter-Day  Pamphlets,’  one  of 
the  most  unfeignedly  coarse  and  viru¬ 
lent  bits  of  invective  in  the  language, 
points  plumb  in  the  same  direction.  It 
is  grossly  unjust,  because  it  takes  for 
granted  that  Loyola  and  all  Jesuits 
were  deliberately  conscious  of  impos¬ 
ture  and  falsehood,  knowingly  embraced 
the  cause  of  Beelzebub,  and  resolutely 
propagated  it.  It  is  one  thing  to  judge 
a  system  in  its  corruption,  and  a  quite 
other  thing  to  measure  the  worth  and 
true  design  of  its  first  founders ;  one 
thing  to  estimate  the  intention  and 
sincerity  of  a  movement,  when  it  first 
stirred  the  hearts  of  men,  and  another 
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thing  to  pass  sentence  upon  it  in  the 
days  of  its  degradation.  The  vileness 
into  which  Jesuitism  eventually  sank 
is  a  poor  reason  why  we  should  malign 
and  curse  those  who,  centuries  before, 
found  in  the  rules  and  discipline  and 
aims  of  that  system  an  acceptable  ex¬ 
pression  for  their  own  disinterested 
social  aspirations.  It  is  childish  to  say 
that  the  subsequent  vileness  is  a  proof 
of  the  existence  of  an  inherent  corrupt 
principle  from  the  beginning ;  because 
hitherto  certainly,  and  probably  it  will 
be  so  for  ever,  even  the  most  salutary 
movements  and  most  effective  social 
conceptions  have  been  provisional.  In 
other  words,  the  ultimate  certainty  of 
dissolution  does  not  nullify  the  beauty 
and  strength  of  physical  life,  and  the 
putrescence  of  Jesuit  methods  and  ideas 
is  no  more  a  reproach  to  those  who 
first  found  succour  in  them,  than  the 
cant  and  formalism  of  any  other  de¬ 
generate  form  of  active  faith,  say  mona- 
chism  or  Calvinism,  prove  Calvin  or 
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Benedict  or  Bernard  to  have  been  hypo¬ 
critical  and  hollow.  To  be  able,  however, 
to  take  this  reasonable  view,  one  must 
be  unable  to  believe  that  men  can  be 
drawn  for  generation  after  generation 
by  such  a  mere  hollow  lie  and  villainy 
and  ‘light  of  hell’  as  Jesuitism  has 
always  been,  according  to  Mr  Carlyle’s 
rendering.  Human  nature  is  not  led 
for  so  long  by  lies ;  and  if  it  seems  to 
be  otherwise,  let  us  be  sure  that  ideas 
which  do  lead  and  attract  successive 
generations  of  men  to  self-sacrifice  and 
care  for  social  interests,  must  contain 
something  which  is  not  wholly  a  lie. 

Perhaps  it  is  pertinent  to  remember 
that  Mr  Carlyle,  in  fact,  is  a  prophet 
with  a  faith,  and  he  holds  the  opposition 
kind  of  religionist  in  a  peculiarly  theo¬ 
logical  execration.  In  spite  of  his 
passion  for  order,  he  cannot  understand 
the  political  point  of  view.  The  at¬ 
tempts  of  good  men  in  epochs  of  dis¬ 
order  to  remake  the  past,  to  bring  back 
an  old  spiritual  system  and  method, 
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because  that  did  once  at  any  rate  give 
shelter  to  mankind,  and  peradventure 
may  give  it  to  them  again  until  better 
times  come,  are  phenomena  into  which 
he  cannot  look  with  calm  or  patience. 
The  great  reactionist  is  a  type  that  is 
wholly  dark  to  him.  That  a  reactionist 
can  be  great,  can  be  a  lover  of  virtue 
and  truth,  can  in  any  sort  contribute 
to  the  welfare  of  men,  these  are  possi¬ 
bilities  to  which  he  will  lend  no  ear. 
In  a  word,  he  is  a  prophet  and  not  a 
philosopher,  and  it  is  fruitless  to  go  to 
him  for  help  in  the  solution  of  philo¬ 
sophic  problems.  This  is  not  to  say 
that  he  may  not  render  us  much  help 
in  those  far  more  momentous  problems 
which  affect  the  guidance  of  our  own 
lives. 
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‘  After  glancing  my  eye  over  the  design 
and  order  of  a  new  book,’  says  Gibbon, 
‘  I  suspended  the  perusal  till  I  had 
finished  the  task  of  self-examination, 
till  I  had  revolved  in  a  solitary  walk  all 
that  I  knew  or  believed  or  had  thought 
on  the  subject  of  the  whole  work  or  of 
some  particular  chapter;  I  was  then 
qualified  to  discern  how  much  the 
author  added  to  my  original  stock ;  and 
if  I  was  sometimes  satisfied  by  the 
agreement,  I  was  sometimes  warned  by 
the  opposition  of  our  ideas.’  It  is  also 
told  of  Strafford  that  before  reading 
any  book  for  the  first  time,  he  would 
call  for  a  sheet  of  paper,  and  then  pro¬ 
ceed  to  write  down  upon  it  some  sketch 
of  the  ideas  that  he  already  had  upon 
the  subject  of  the  book,  and  of  the 
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questions  that  he  expected  to  find 
answered.  No  one  who  has  been  at 
the  pains  to  try  the  experiment,  will 
doubt  the  usefulness  of  this  practice : 
it  gives  to  our  acquisitions  from  books 
clearness  and  reality,  a  right  place 
and  an  independent  shape.  At  this 
moment  we  are  all  looking  for  the  bio¬ 
graphy  of  an  illustrious  man  of  letters, 
written  by  a  near  kinsman,  who  is  him¬ 
self  naturally  endowed  with  keen  liter¬ 
ary  interests,  and  who  has  invigorated 
his  academic  cultivation  by  practical 
engagement  in  considerable  affairs  of 
public  business.  Before  taking  up  Mr 
Trevelyan’s  two  volumes,  it  is  perhaps 
worth  while,  on  Strafford’s  plan,  to 
ask  ourselves  shortly  what  kind  of  sig¬ 
nificance  or  value  belongs  to  Lord 
Macaulay’s  achievements,  and  to  what 
place  he  has  a  claim  among  the  forces 
of  English  literature.  It  is  seventeen 
years  since  he  died,  and  those  of  us  who 
never  knew  him  nor  ever  saw  him,  may 
now  think  about  his  work  with  that 
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perfect  detachment  which  is  impossible 
in  the  case  of  actual  contemporaries. 

That  Macaulay  comes  in  the  very 
front  rank  in  the  mind  of  the  ordinary 
bookbuyer  of  our  day  is  quite  certain. 
It  is  an  amusement  with  some  people 
to  put  an  imaginary  case  of  banishment 
to  a  desert  island,  with  the  privilege  of 
choosing  the  works  of  one  author,  and 
no  more  than  one,  to  furnish  literary 
companionship  and  refreshment  for  the 
rest  of  a  lifetime.  Whom  would  one 
select  for  this  momentous  post  ?  Clearly 
the  author  must  be  voluminous,  for 
days  on  desert  islands  are  many  and 
long ;  he  must  be  varied  in  his  moods, 
his  topics,  and  his  interests;  he  must 
have  a  great  deal  to  say,  and  must  have 
a  power  of  saying  it  that  shall  arrest  a 
depressed  and  dolorous  spirit.  English¬ 
men,  of  course,  would  with  mechanical 
unanimity  call  for  Shakespeare;  Ger¬ 
mans  could  hardly  hesitate  about 
Goethe ;  and  a  sensible  Frenchman 
would  pack  up  the  ninety  volumes  of 
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Voltaire.  It  would  be  at  least  as  in¬ 
teresting  to  know  the  object  of  a  second 
choice,  supposing  the  tyrant  in  his 
clemency  to  give  us  two  authors.  In 
the  case  of  Englishmen  there  is  some 
evidence  as  to  a  popular  preference.  A 
recent  traveller  in  Australia  informs  us 
that  the  three  books  which  he  found  on 
every  squatter’s  shelf,  and  which  at  last 
he  knew  before  he  crossed  the  threshold 
that  he  should  be  sure  to  find,  were 
Shakespeare,  the  Bible,  and  Macaulay’s 
Essays.  This  is  only  an  illustration  of 
a  feeling  about  Macaulay  that  has  been 
almost  universal  among  the  English- 
speaking  peoples. 

We  may  safely  say  that  no  man 
obtains  and  keeps  for  a  great  many 
years  such  a  position  as  this,  unless 
he  is  possessed  of  some  very  extra¬ 
ordinary  qualities,  or  else  of  common 
qualities  in  a  very  uncommon  and 
extraordinary  degree.  The  world,  says 
Goethe,  is  more  willing  to  endure  the 
Incongruous  than  to  be  patient  under 
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the  Insignificant.  Even  those  who  set 
least  value  on  what  Macaulay  does  for 
his  readers,  may  still  feel  bound  to  dis¬ 
tinguish  the  elements  that  have  given 
him  his  vast  popularity.  The  inquiry 
is  not  a  piece  of  merely  literary 
criticism,  for  it  is  impossible  that  the 
work  of  so  imposing  a  writer  should 
have  passed  through  the  hands  of 
every  man  and  woman  of  his  time 
who  has  even  the  humblest  pretensions 
to  cultivation,  without  leaving  a  very 
decided  mark  on  their  habits  both  of 
thought  and  expression.  As  a  plain 
matter  of  observation,  it  is  impossible 
to  take  up  a  newspaper  or  a  review, 
for  instance,  without  perceiving  Mac¬ 
aulay’s  influence  both  in  the  style  and 
the  temper  of  modern  journalism,  and 
journalism  in  its  turn  acts  upon  the 
style  and  temper  of  its  enormous  un¬ 
counted  public.  The  man  who  now  suc¬ 
ceeds  in  catching  the  ear  of  the  writers 
of  leading  articles,  is  in  the  position 
that  used  to  be  held  by  the  head  of 
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some  great  theological  school,  whence 
disciples  swarmed  forth  to  reproduce 
in  ten  thousand  pulpits  the  arguments, 
the  opinions,  the  images,  the  tricks, 
the  postures,  and  the  mannerisms  of 
a  single  master. 

Two  men  of  very  different  kinds  have 
thoroughly  impressed  the  journalists  of 
our  time,  Macaulay  and  Mr  Mill.  Mr 
Carlyle  we  do  not  add  to  them;  he 
is,  as  the  Germans  call  Jean  Paul,  ‘der 
Einzige.’  And  he  is  a  poet,  while  the 
other  two  are  in  their  degrees  serious 
and  argumentative  writers,  dealing  in 
different  ways  with  the  great  topics 
that  constitute  the  matter  and  business 
of  daily  discussion.  They  are  both  of 
them  practical  enough  to  interest  men 
handling  real  affairs,  and  yet  they  are 
general  or  theoretical  enough  to  supply 
such  men  with  the  large  and  ready 
commonplaces  which  are  so  useful  to 
a  profession  that  has  to  produce  literary 
graces  and  philosophical  decorations 
at  an  hour’s  notice.  It  might  perhaps 
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be  said  of  these  two  distinguished  men 
that  our  public  writers  owe  most  of 
their  virtues  to  the  one,  and  most  of 
their  vices  to  the  other.  If  Mill  taught 
some  of  them  to  reason,  Macaulay 
tempted  more  of  them  to  declaim : 
if  Mill  set  an  example  of  patience, 
tolerance,  and  fair  examination  of  hos¬ 
tile  opinions,  Macaulay  did  much  to 
encourage  oracular  arrogance,  and  a 
rather  too  thrasonical  complacency ;  if 
Mill  sowed  ideas  of  the  great  economic, 
political,  and  moral  bearings  of  the 
forces  of  society,  Macaulay  trained 
a  taste  for  superficial  particularities, 
trivial  circumstantialities  of  local 
colour,  and  all  the  paraphernalia  of 
the  pseudo-picturesque. 

Of  course  nothing  so  obviously  untrue 
is  meant  as  that  this  is  an  account  of 
Macaulay’s  own  quality.  What  is  empty 
pretension  in  the  leading  article,  was 
often  a  warranted  self-assertion  in 
Macaulay;  what  in  it  is  little  more 
than  testiness,  is  in  him  often  a  generous 
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indignation.  What  became  and  still  re¬ 
main  in  those  who  have  made  him  their 
model,  substantive  and  organic  vices, 
the  foundation  of  literary  character 
and  intellectual  temper,  were  in  him 
the  incidental  defects  of  a  vigorous 
genius.  And  we  have  to  take  a  man  of 
his  power  and  vigour  with  all  his  draw¬ 
backs,  for  the  one  are  wrapped  up 
in  the  other.  Charles  Fox  used  to 
apply  to  Burke  a  passage  that  Quin¬ 
tilian  wrote  about  Ovid.  ‘  Si  animi  sui 
affectibus  temperare  quam  indulgere 
maluisset,’  quoted  Fox,  ‘  quid  vir  iste 
prsestare  non  potuerit!’  But  this  is 
really  not  at  all  certain  either  of  Ovid, 
or  Burke,  or  any  one  else.  It  suits 
moralists  to  tell  us  that  excellence  lies 
in  the  happy  mean  and  nice  balance 
of  our  faculties  and  impulses,  and  per¬ 
haps  in  so  far  as  our  own  contentment 
and  an  easy  passage  through  life  are 
involved,  what  they  tell  us  is  true. 
But  for  making  a  mark  in  the  world, 
for  rising  to  supremacy  in  art  or 
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thought  or  affairs — whatever  those 
aims  may  be  worth — a  man  possibly 
does  better  to  indulge,  rather  than  to 
chide  or  grudge,  his  genius,  and  to  pay 
the  penalties  for  his  weakness,  rather 
than  run  any  risk  of  mutilating  those 
strong  faculties  of  which  they  happen 
to  be  an  inseparable  accident.  Versa¬ 
tility  is  not  a  universal  gift  among 
the  able  men  of  the  world;  not  many 
of  them  have  so  many  gifts  of  the 
spirit,  as  to  be  free  to  choose  by  what 
pass  they  will  climb  ‘the  steep  where 
Fame’s  proud  temple  shines  afar.’  If 
Macaulay  had  applied  himself  to  the 
cultivation  of  a  balanced  judgment,  of 
tempered  phrases,  and  of  relative  pro¬ 
positions,  he  would  probably  have  sunk 
into  an  impotent  tameness.  A  great 
pugilist  has  sometimes  been  converted 
from  the  error  of  his  ways,  and  been 
led  zealously  to  cherish  gospel  graces, 
but  the  hero’s  discourses  have  seldom 
had  the  notes  of  unction  and  edification. 
Macaulay,  divested  of  all  the  exorbit- 
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ancies  of  his  spirit  and  his  style,  would 
have  been  a  Samson  shorn  of  the  locks 
of  his  strength. 

Although,  however,  a  writer  of 
marked  quality  may  do  well  to  let 
his  genius  develop  its  spontaneous 
forces  without  too  assiduous  or  vigilant 
repression,  trusting  to  other  writers  of 
equal  strength  in  other  directions,  and 
to  the  general  fitness  of  things  and 
operation  of  time,  to  redress  the  balance, 
still  it  is  the  task  of  criticism  in  count¬ 
ing  up  the  contributions  of  one  of 
these  strong  men  to  examine  the  mis¬ 
chiefs  no  less  than  the  benefits  incident 
to  their  work.  There  is  no  puny  carp¬ 
ing  nor  cavilling  in  the  process.  It  is 
because  such  men  are  strong  that  they 
are  able  to  do  harm;  they  may  injure 
the  taste  and  judgment  of  a  whole 
generation,  just  because  they  are  never 
mediocre.  That  is  implied  in  strength. 
Macaulay  is  not  to  be  measured  now 
merely  as  if  he  were  the  author  of  a 
new  book.  His  influence  has  been  a 
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distinct  literary  force,  and  in  an  age 
of  reading,  this  is  to  be  a  distinct  force 
in  deciding  the  temper,  the  process,  the 
breadth,  of  men’s  opinions,  no  less  than 
the  manner  of  expressing  them.  It 
is  no  new  observation  that  the  influence 
of  an  author  becomes  in  time  some¬ 
thing  apart  from  his  books :  a  certain 
generalised  or  abstract  personality  im¬ 
presses  itself  on  our  minds,  long  after 
we  have  forgotten  the  details  of  his 
opinions,  the  arguments  by  which  he 
enforced  them,  and  even,  what  are 
usually  the  last  to  escape  us,  the  images 
by  which  he  illustrated  them.  Phrases 
and  sentences  are  a  mask :  but  we 
detect  the  features  of  the  man  behind 
the  mask.  This  personality  of  a 
favourite  author  is  a  real  and  power¬ 
ful  agency.  Unconsciously  we  are  in¬ 
fected  with  his  humours ;  we  apply 
his  methods ;  we  find  ourselves  copying 
the  rhythm  and  measure  of  his  periods ; 
we  wonder  how  he  would  have  acted, 
or  thought,  or  spoken  in  our  circum- 
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stances.  Usually  a  strong  writer  leaves 
a  special  mark  in  some  particular  region 
of  mental  activity ;  the  final  product  of 
him  is  to  fix  some  persistent  religious 
mood,  or  some  decisive  intellectual  bias, 
or  else  some  trick  of  the  tongue.  Now 
Macaulay  has  contributed  no  philo¬ 
sophic  ideas  to  the  speculative  stock, 
nor  has  he  developed  any  one  great 
historic  or  social  truth.  His  work  is 
always  full  of  a  high  spirit  of  manliness, 
probity,  and  honour;  but  he  is  not  of 
that  small  band  to  whom  we  may 
apply  Mackintosh’s  thrice  and  four 
times  enviable  panegyric  on  the  elo¬ 
quence  of  Dugald  Stewart,  that  its 
peculiar  glory  consisted  in  having 
4  breathed  the  love  of  virtue  into  whole 
generations  of  pupils.’  He  has  painted 
many  striking  pictures,  and  imparted  a 
certain  reality  to  our  conception  of  many 
great  scenes  of  the  past.  He  did  good 
service  in  banishing  once  for  all  those 
sentimental  Jacobite  leanings  and  pre¬ 
judices  which  had  been  kept  alive  by 
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the  sophistry  of  the  most  popular  of 
historians,  and  the  imagination  of  the 
most  popular  of  romance  writers.  But 
where  he  set  his  stamp  has  been  upon 
style ;  style  in  its  widest  sense,  not 
merely  on  the  grammar  and  mechanism 
of  writing,  but  on  what  De  Quincey 
described  as  its  ‘  organology ' ;  style, 
that  is  to  say,  in  its  relation  to  ideas 
and  feelings,  its  commerce  with  thought, 
and  its  reaction  on  what  one  may 
call  the  temper  or  conscience  of  the 
intellect. 

Let  no  man  suppose  that  it  matters 
little  whether  the  most  universally 
popular  of  the  serious  authors  of  a 
generation — and  Macaulay  was  nothing 
less  than  this — affects  ‘style  coupe’  or 
‘style  soutenu.’  The  critic  of  style  is 
not  the  dancing-master,  declaiming  on 
the  deep  ineffable  things  that  lie  in  a 
minuet.  He  is  not  the  virtuoso  of 
supines  and  gerundives.  The  morality 
of  style  goes  deeper  ‘than  dull  fools 
suppose.’  When  Comte  took  pains  to 
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prevent  any  sentence  from  exceeding 
two  lines  of  his  manuscript  or  five  of 
print;  to  restrict  every  paragraph  to 
seven  sentences ;  to  exclude  every 
hiatus  between  two  sentences,  or  even 
between  two  paragraphs ;  and  never 
to  reproduce  any  word,  except  the 
auxiliary  monosyllables,  in  two  con¬ 
secutive  sentences ;  he  justified  his 
literary  solicitude  by  insisting  on  the 
wholesomeness  alike  to  heart  and  in¬ 
telligence  of  submission  to  artificial 
institutions.  He  felt,  after  he  had 
once  mastered  the  habit  of  the  new 
yoke,  that  it  became  the  source  of  con¬ 
tinual  and  unforeseeable  improvements 
even  in  thought,  and  he  perceived  that 
the  reason  why  verse  is  a  higher  kind 
of  literary  perfection  than  prose,  is 
that  verse  imposes  a  greater  number 
of  rigorous  forms.  We  may  add  that 
verse  itself  is  perfected,  in  the  hands 
of  men  of  poetic  genius,  in  proportion 
to  the  severity  of  this  mechanical  re¬ 
gulation.  Where  Pope  or  Racine  had 
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one  rule  of  metre,  Victor  Hugo  has 
twenty,  and  he  observes  them  as  rigor¬ 
ously  as  an  algebraist  or  an  astronomer 
observes  the  rules  of  calculation  or  de¬ 
monstration.  One,  then,  who  touches 
the  style  of  a  generation  acquires  no 
trifling  authority  over  its  thought  and 
temper,  as  well  as  over  the  length  of 
its  sentences. 

The  first  and  most  obvious  secret  of 
Macaulay’s  place  on  popular  book¬ 
shelves  is  that  he  has  a  true  genius 
for  narration,  and  narration  will  al¬ 
ways  in  the  eyes,  not  only  of  our 
squatters  in  the  Australian  bush,  but 
of  the  many  all  over  the  world,  stand 
first  among  literary  gifts.  The  common 
run  of  plain  men,  as  has  been  noticed 
since  the  beginning  of  the  world,  are 
as  eager  as  children  for  a  story,  and 
like  children  they  will  embrace  the 
man  who  will  tell  them  a  story,  with 
abundance  of  details  and  plenty  of 
colour,  and  a  realistic  assurance  that 
it  is  no  mere  make-believe.  Macaulay 
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never  stops  to  brood  over  an  incident 
or  a  character,  with  an  inner  eye  in¬ 
tent  on  penetrating  to  the  lowest  depth 
of  motive  and  cause,  to  the  furthest 
complexity  of  impulse,  calculation,  and 
subtle  incentive.  The  spirit  of  analysis 
is  not  in  him,  and  the  divine  spirit  of 
meditation  is  not  in  him.  His  whole 
mind  runs  in  action  and  movement; 
it  busies  itself  with  eager  interest  in 
all  objective  particulars.  He  is  seized 
by  the  external  and  the  superficial, 
and  revels  in  every  detail  that  ap¬ 
peals  to  the  five  senses.  ‘  The  brilliant 
Macaulay,’  said  Emerson,  with  slight 
exaggeration,  ‘  who  expresses  the  tone 
of  the  English  governing  classes  of 
the  day,  explicitly  teaches  that  “  good  ” 
means  good  to  eat,  good  to  wear,  ma¬ 
terial  commodity.’  So  ready  a  faculty 
of  exultation  in  the  exceeding  great 
glories  of  taste  and  touch,  of  loud 
sound  and  glittering  spectacle,  is  a  gift 
of  the  utmost  service  to  the  narrator 
who  craves  immense  audiences.  Let 
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it  be  said  that  if  Macaulay  exults  in 
the  details  that  go  to  our  five  senses, 
his  sensuousness  is  always  clean,  manly, 
and  fit  for  honest  daylight  and  the 
summer  sun.  There  is  none  of  that 
curious  odour  of  autumnal  decay  that 
clings  to  the  passion  of  a  more  modern 
school  for  colour  and  flavour  and  the 
enumerated  treasures  of  subtle  in¬ 
dulgence. 

Mere  picturesqueness,  however,  is  a 
minor  qualification  compared  with  an¬ 
other  quality  which  everybody  assumes 
himself  to  have,  but  which  is  in  reality 
extremely  uncommon ;  the  quality,  I 
mean,  of  telling  a  tale  directly  and  in 
straightforward  order.  In  speaking  of 
Hallam,  Macaulay  complained  that 
Gibbon  had  brought  into  fashion  an 
unpleasant  trick  of  telling  a  story  by 
implication  and  allusion.  This  provok¬ 
ing  obliquity  has  certainly  increased 
rather  than  declined  since  Hallam’s 
day.  Mr  Froude,  it  is  true,  whatever 
may  be  his  shortcomings  on  the  side 
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of  sound  moral  and  political  judgment, 
has  admirable  gifts  in  the  way  of 
straightforward  narration,  and  Mr 
Freeman,  when  he  does  not  press  too 
hotly  after  emphasis,  and  abstains 
from  overloading  his  account  with 
super  -  abundance  of  detail,  is  usually 
excellent  in  the  way  of  direct  descrip¬ 
tion.  Still,  it  is  not  merely  because 
these  two  writers  are  alive  and 
Macaulay  is  not,  that  most  people 
would  say  of  him  that  he  is  unequalled 
in  our  time  in  his  mastery  of  the  art 
of  letting  us  know  in  an  express  and 
unmistakable  way  exactly  what  it  was 
that  happened ;  though  it  is  quite  true 
that  in  many  portions  of  his  too  elabor¬ 
ated  History  of  William  the  Third  he 
describes  a  large  number  of  events 
about  which,  I  think,  no  sensible  man 
can  in  the  least  care  either  how  they 
happened,  or  whether  indeed  they  hap¬ 
pened  at  all  or  not. 

Another  reason  why  people  have 
sought  Macaulay  is,  that  he  has  in  one 
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way  or  another  something  to  tell  them 
about  many  of  the  most  striking  per¬ 
sonages  and  interesting  events  in  the 
history  of  mankind.  And  he  does 
really  tell  them  something.  If  anyone 
will  be  at  the  trouble  to  count  up  the 
number  of  those  names  that  belong 
to  the  world  and  time,  about  which 
Macaulay  has  found  not  merely  some¬ 
thing,  but  something  definite  and 
pointed  to  say,  he  will  be  astonished 
to  see  how  large  a  portion  of  the  wide 
historic  realm  is  traversed  in  that 
ample  flight  of  reference,  allusion,  and 
illustration,  and  what  unsparing  copi¬ 
ousness  of  knowledge  gives  substance, 
meaning,  and  attraction  to  that  re¬ 
splendent  blaze  of  rhetoric. 

Macaulay  came  upon  the  world  of 
letters  just  as  the  middle  classes  were 
expanding  into  enormous  prosperity, 
were  vastly  increasing  in  numbers,  and 
were  becoming  more  alive  than  they 
had  ever  been  before  to  literary  in¬ 
terests.  His  Essays  are  as  good  as  a 
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library :  they  make  an  incomparable 
manual  and  vade-mecum  for  a  busy 
uneducated  man,  who  has  curiosity 
and  enlightenment  enough  to  wish  to 
know  a  little  about  the  great  lives  and 
great  thoughts,  the  shining  words  and 
many-coloured  complexities  of  action, 
that  have  marked  the  journey  of  man 
through  the  ages.  Macaulay  had  an 
intimate  acquaintance  both  with  the 
imaginative  literature  and  the  history 
of  Greece  and  Rome,  with  the  literature 
and  the  history  of  modern  Italy,  of 
France,  and  of  England.  Whatever 
his  special  subject,  he  contrives  to  pour 
into  it  with  singular  dexterity  a  stream 
of  rich,  graphic,  and  telling  illustra¬ 
tions  from  all  these  widely  diversified 
sources.  Figures  from  history,  ancient 
and  modern,  sacred  and  secular ;  char¬ 
acters  from  plays  and  novels  from 
Plautus  down  to  Walter  Scott  and 
J ane  Austen ;  images  and  similes  from 
poets  of  evex*y  age  and  every  nation, 
‘pastoral,  pastoral  -  comical,  historical- 

218 


MACAULAY 


pastoral,  tragical  -  historical  ’ ;  shrewd 
thrusts  from  satirists,  wise  saws  from 
sages,  pleasantries  caustic  or  pathetic 
from  humorists ;  all  these  throng 
Macaulay’s  pages  with  the  bustle  and 
variety  and  animation  of  some  glitter¬ 
ing  masque  and  cosmoramic  revel  of 
great  books  and  heroical  men.  Hence, 
though  Macaulay  was  in  mental  con¬ 
stitution  one  of  the  very  least  Shake- 
sperean  writers  that  ever  lived,  yet  he 
has  the  Shakesperean  quality  of  taking 
his  reader  through  an  immense  gallery 
of  interesting  characters  and  striking 
situations.  No  writer  can  now  expect 
to  attain  the  widest  popularity  as  a 
man  of  letters  unless  he  gives  to  the 
world  ‘  multa  ’  as  well  as  ‘  multum.’ 
Sainte-Beuve,  the  most  eminent  man 
of  letters  in  France  in  our  generation, 
wrote  no  less  than  twenty-seven  vol¬ 
umes  of  his  incomparable  ‘Causeries.’ 
Mr  Carlyle,  the  most  eminent  man  of 
letters  in  England  in  our  generation, 
has  taught  us  that  silence  is  golden  in 
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thirty  volumes.  Macaulay  was  not  so 
exuberantly  copious  as  these  two  illu¬ 
strious  writers,  but  he  had  the  art  of 
being  as  various  without  being  so 
voluminous. 

There  has  been  a  great  deal  of  de¬ 
liberate  and  systematic  imitation  of 
Macaulay’s  style,  often  by  clever  men 
who  might  well  have  trusted  to  their 
own  resources.  Its  most  conspicuous 
vices  are  very  easy  to  imitate,  but  it 
is  impossible  for  anyone  who  is  less 
familiar  with  literature  than  Macaulay 
was,  to  reproduce  his  style  effectively, 
for  the  reason  that  it  is  before  all  else 
the  style  of  great  literary  knowledge. 
Nor  is  that  all.  Macaulay’s  knowledge 
was  not  only  very  wide ;  it  was  both 
thoroughly  accurate  and  instantly 
ready.  For  this  stream  of  apt  illus¬ 
trations  he  was  indebted  to  his  extra¬ 
ordinary  memory,  and  his  rapid  eye 
for  contrasts  and  analogies.  They 
come  to  the  end  of  his  pen  as  he 
writes  ;  they  are  not  laboriously  hunted 
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out  in  indexes,  and  then  added  by 
way  of  afterthought  and  extraneous 
interpolation.  Hence  quotations  and 
references  that  in  a  writer  even  of 
equal  knowledge,  but  with  his  wits 
less  promptly  about  him,  would  seem 
mechanical  and  awkward,  find  their 
place  in  a  page  of  Macaulay  as  if  by  a 
delightful  process  of  complete  assimi¬ 
lation  and  spontaneous  fusion. 

We  may  be  sure  that  no  author  could 
have  achieved  Macaulay’s  boundless 
popularity  among  his  contemporaries, 
unless  his  work  had  abounded  in  what 
is  substantially  Commonplace.  Addison 
puts  fine  writing  in  sentiments  that  are 
natural  without  being  obvious,  and  this 
is  a  true  account  of  the  ‘law’  of  the 
exquisite  literature  of  the  Queen  Anne 
men.  We  may  perhaps  add  to  Addison’s 
definition,  that  the  great  secret  of  the 
best  kind  of  popularity  is  always  the 
noble  or  imaginative  handling  of  Com¬ 
monplace.  Shakespeare  may  at  first 
seem  an  example  to  the  contrary;  and 
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indeed  is  it  not  a  standing  marvel  that 
the  greatest  writer  of  a  nation  that  is 
distinguished  among  all  nations  for  the 
Pharisaism,  puritanism,  and  unimagin¬ 
ative  narrowness  of  its  judgments  on 
conduct  and  type  of  character,  should 
be  paramount  over  all  writers  for  the 
breadth,  maturity,  fulness,  subtlety,  and 
infinite  variousness  of  his  conception  of 
human  life  and  nature  ?  One  possible 
answer  to  the  perplexity  is  that  the 
puritanism  does  not  go  below  the  sur¬ 
face  in  us,  and  that  Englishmen  are  not 
really  limited  in  their  view  by  the  too 
strait  formulas  that  are  supposed  to 
contain  their  explanations  of  the  moral 
universe.  On  this  theory  the  popular 
appreciation  of  Shakespeare  is  the 
irrepressible  response  of  the  hearty 
inner  man  to  a  voice,  in  which  he  re¬ 
cognises  the  full  note  of  human  nature, 
and  those  wonders  of  the  world  which 
are  not  dreamt  of  in  his  professed  philo¬ 
sophy.  A  more  obvious  answer  than 
this  is  that  Shakespeare’s  popularity 

222 


/ 


MACAULAY 


with  the  many  is  not  due  to  those  finer 
glimpses  that  are  the  very  essence  of 
all  poetic  delight  to  the  few,  but  to  his 
thousand  other  magnificent  attractions, 
and  above  all,  after  his  skill  as  a  pure 
dramatist  and  master  of  scenic  interest 
and  situation,  to  the  lofty  or  pathetic 
setting  with  which  he  vivifies,  not  the 
subtleties  or  refinements,  but  the  com¬ 
monest  and  most  elementary  traits  of 
the  commonest  and  most  elementary 
human  moods.  The  few  with  minds 
touched  by  nature  or  right  cultivation 
to  the  finer  issues,  admire  the  supreme 
genius  which  takes  some  poor  Italian 
tale,  with  its  coarse  plot  and  gross  per¬ 
sonages,  and,  shooting  it  through  with 
threads  of  variegated  meditation,  pro¬ 
duces  a  masterpiece  of  penetrative  re¬ 
flection  and  high  pensive  suggestion  as 
to  the  deepest  things  and  most  secret 
parts  of  the  life  of  men.  But  to  the 
general  these  finer  threads  are  indis¬ 
cernible.  What  touches  them  in  the 
Shakesperean  poetry,  and  most  rightly 
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touches  them  and  us  all,  are  topics 
eternally  old,  yet  of  eternal  freshness, 
the  perennial  truisms  of  the  grave  and 
the  bride-chamber,  of  shifting  fortune, 
of  the  surprises  of  destiny,  and  the 
emptiness  of  the  answered  vow.  This 
is  the  region  in  which  the  poet  wins  his 
widest  if  not  his  hardest  triumphs,  the 
region  of  the  noble  Commonplace. 

A  writer  dealing  with  such  matters 
as  principally  occupied  Macaulay,  has 
not  the  privilege  of  resort  to  these  great 
poetic  inspirations.  Yet  history,  too, 
has  its  generous  commonplaces,  its 
plausibilities  of  emotion,  and  no  one 
has  ever  delighted  more  than  Macaulay 
did,  to  appeal  to  the  fine  truisms  that 
cluster  round  love  of  freedom  and  love 
of  native  land.  The  high  rhetorical 
topics  of  liberty  and  patriotism  are  his 
readiest  instruments  for  kindling  a 
glowing  reflection  of  these  magnani¬ 
mous  passions  in  the  breasts  of  his 
readers.  That  Englishman  is  hardly 
to  be  envied  who  can  read  without  a 
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glow  such  passages  as  that  in  the 
History,  about  Turenne  being  startled 
by  the  shout  of  stern  exultation  with 
which  his  English  allies  advanced  to 
the  combat,  and  expressing  the  delight 
of  a  true  soldier  when  he  learned  that 
it  was  ever  the  fashion  of  Cromwell’s 
pikemen  to  rejoice  greatly  when  they 
beheld  the  enemy ;  while  even  the 
banished  cavaliers  felt  an  emotion  of 
national  pride  when  they  saw  a  brigade 
of  their  countrymen,  outnumbered  by 
foes  and  abandoned  by  friends,  drive 
before  it  in  headlong  rout  the  finest 
infantry  of  Spain,  and  force  a  passage 
into  a  counterscarp  which  had  just 
been  pronounced  impregnable  by  the 
ablest  of  the  marshals  of  France.  Such 
prose  as  this  is  not  less  thrilling  to  a 
man  who  loves  his  country,  than  the 
spirited  verse  of  the  Lays  of  Ancient 
Rome.  And  the  commonplaces  of 
patriotism  and  freedom  would  never 
have  been  so  powerful  in  Macaulay’s 
hands,  if  they  had  not  been  inspired  by 
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a  sincere  and  hearty  faith  in  them  in 
the  soul  of  the  writer.  His  unanalyti- 
cal  turn  of  mind  kept  him  free  of  any 
temptation  to  think  of  love  of  country 
as  a  prejudice,  or  a  passion  for  freedom 
as  an  illusion.  The  cosmopolitan  or 
international  idea  which  such  teachers 
as  Cobden  have  tried  to  impress  on  our 
stubborn  islanders,  would  have  found 
in  Macaulay  not  lukewarm  or  sceptical 
adherence,  but  point-blank  opposition 
and  denial.  He  believed  as  stoutly  in 
the  supremacy  of  Great  Britain  in  the 
history  of  the  good  causes  of  Europe, 
as  M.  Thiers  believes  in  the  supremacy 
of  France,  or  Mazzini  believed  in  that 
of  Italy.  The  thought  of  the  prodigious 
industry,  the  inventiveness,  the  stout 
enterprise,  the  free  government,  the 
wise  and  equal  laws,  the  noble  litera¬ 
ture,  of  this  fortunate  island  and  its 
majestic  empire  beyond  the  seas,  and 
the  discretion,  valour,  and  tenacity  by 
which  all  these  great  material  and 
still  greater  intangible  possessions  had 
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been  first  won,  and  then  kept,  against 
every  hostile  comer  whether  domestic 
or  foreign,  sent  through  Macaulay  a 
thrill,  like  that  which  the  thought  of 
Paris  and  its  heroisms  moves  in  the 
great  poet  of  France,  or  sight  of  the 
dear  city  of  the  Violet  Crown  moved  in 
an  Athenian  of  old.  Thus  habitually, 
with  all  sincerity  of  heart,  to  offer  to 
one  of  the  greater  popular  preposses¬ 
sions  the  incense  due  to  any  other  idol 
of  superstition,  sacred  and  of  indis¬ 
putable  authority,  and  to  let  this  adora¬ 
tion  be  seen  shining  in  every  page,  is 
one  of  the  keys  that  every  man  must 
find,  who  would  make  a  quick  and  sure 
way  into  the  temple  of  contemporary 
fame. 

It  is  one  of  the  first  things  to  be  said 
about  Macaulay,  that  he  was  in  exact 
accord  with  the  common  average  senti¬ 
ment  of  his  day  on  every  subject  on 
which  he  spoke.  His  superiority  was 
not  of  that  highest  kind  which  leads 
a  man  to  march  in  thought  on  the 
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outside  margin  of  the  crowd,  watching 
them,  sympathising  with  them,  hoping 
for  them,  but  apart.  Macaulay  was 
one  of  the  middle-class  crowd  in  his 
heart,  and  only  rose  above  it  by 
splendid  attainments  and  extraordinary 
gifts  of  expression.  He  had  none  of 
that  ambition  which  inflames  some 
hardy  men,  to  make  new  beliefs  and 
new  passions  enter  the  minds  of  their 
neighbours ;  his  ascendency  is  due  to 
literary  pomp,  not  to  fecundity  of 
spirit.  No  one  has  ever  surpassed  him 
in  the  art  of  combining  resolute  and 
ostentatious  common  sense  of  a  slightly 
coarse  sort  in  choosing  his  point  of 
view,  with  so  considerable  an  appear¬ 
ance  of  dignity  and  elevation  in  setting 
it  forth  and  impressing  it  upon  others. 
The  elaborateness  of  his  style  is  very 
likely  to  mislead  people  into  imagining 
for  him  a  corresponding  elaborateness 
of  thought  and  sentiment.  On  the 
contrary,  Macaulay’s  mind  was  really 
very  simple,  strait,  and  with  as  few 
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notes  in  its  register,  to  borrow  a  phrase 
from  the  language  of  vocal  compass, 
as  there  are  few  notes,  though  they  are 
very  loud,  in  the  register  of  his  written 
prose.  When  we  look  more  closely 
into  it,  what  at  first  wore  the  air  of 
dignity  and  elevation,  in  truth  rather 
disagreeably  resembles  the  narrow  as¬ 
surance  of  a  man  who  knows  that  he 
has  with  him  the  great  battalions  of 
public  opinion.  We  are  always  quite 
sure  that  if  Macaulay  had  been  an 
Athenian  citizen  towards  the  ninety- 
fifth  Olympiad,  he  would  have  taken 
sides  with  Anytus  and  Meletus  in  the 
impeachment  of  Socrates.  A  popular 
author  must,  in  a  thorough-going  way, 
take  the  accepted  maxims  for  granted. 
He  must  suppress  any  whimsical  fancy 
for  applying  the  Socratic  elenchus,  or 
any  other  engine  of  criticism,  sceptic¬ 
ism,  or  verification,  to  those  sentiments 
or  current  precepts  of  morals,  which 
may  in  truth  be  very  equivocal  and  may 
be  much  neglected  in  practice,  but 
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which  the  public  opinion  of  his  time 
requires  to  be  treated  in  theory  and 
in  literature  as  if  they  had  been  cher¬ 
ished  and  held  sacred  ‘  semper,  ubique, 
et  ab  omnibus.’ 

This  is  just  what  Macaulay  does, 
and  it  is  commonly  supposed  to  be  no 
heavy  fault  in  him  or  any  other  writer 
for  the  common  public.  Man  cannot 
live  by  analysis  alone,  nor  nourish 
himself  on  the  secret  delights  of  irony. 
And  if  Macaulay  had  only  reflected 
the  more  generous  of  the  prejudices  of 
mankind,  it  would  have  been  well 
enough.  Burke,  for  instance,  was  a 
writer  who  revered  the  prejudices  of 
a  modern  society  as  deeply  as  Macaulay 
did;  he  believed  society  to  be  founded 
on  prejudices  and  held  compact  by 
them.  Yet  what  size  thei*e  is  in  Burke, 
what  fine  perspective,  what  momentum, 
what  edification !  It  may  be  pleaded 
that  there  is  the  literature  of  edifica¬ 
tion,  and  there  is  the  literature  of 
knowledge,  and  that  the  qualities 
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proper  to  the  one  cannot  lawfully  be 
expected  from  the  other,  and  would 
only  be  very  much  out  of  place  if  they 
should  happen  to  be  found  there.  But 
there  are  two  answers  to  this.  First, 
Macaulay  in  the  course  of  his  varied 
writings  discusses  all  sorts  of  ethical 
and  other  matters,  and  is  not  simply 
a  chronicler  of  party  and  intrigue,  of 
dynasties  and  campaigns.  Second,  and 
more  than  this,  even  if  he  had  never 
travelled  beyond  the  composition  of 
historical  record,  he  could  still  have 
sown  his  pages,  as  does  every  truly 
great  writer,  no  matter  what  his  sub¬ 
ject  may  be,  with  those  significant 
images  or  far-reaching  suggestions, 
which  suddenly  light  up  a  whole  range 
of  distant  thoughts  and  sympathies 
within  us ;  which  in  an  instant  affect 
the  sensibilities  of  men  with  a  some¬ 
thing  new  and  unforeseen ;  and  which 
awaken,  if  only  for  a  passing  moment, 
the  faculty  and  response  of  the  diviner 
mind.  Tacitus  does  all  this,  and  Burke 
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does  it,  and  that  is  why  men  who  care 
nothing  for  Roman  despots  or  for 
Jacobin  despots,  will  still  perpetually 
turn  to  those  writers  almost  as  if  they 
were  on  the  level  of  great  poets  or  very 
excellent  spiritual  teachers. 

One  secret  is  that  they,  and  all  such 
men  as  they  were,  had  that  of  which 
Macaulay  can  hardly  have  had  the 
rudimentary  germ,  the  faculty  of  deep 
abstract  meditation  and  surrender  to 
the  fruitful  ‘  leisures  of  the  spirit.’  We 
can  picture  Macaulay  talking,  or  making 
a  speech  in  the  House  of  Commons, 
or  buried  in  a  book,  or  scouring  his 
library  for  references,  or  covering  his 
blue  foolscap  with  dashing  periods,  or 
accentuating  his  sentences  and  barbing 
his  phrases ;  but  can  anybody  think 
of  him  as  meditating,  as  modestly 
pondering  and  wondering,  as  possessed 
for  so  much  as  ten  minutes  by  that 
spirit  of  inwardness,  which  has  never 
been  wholly  wanting  in  any  of  those 
kings  and  princes  of  literature,  with 
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whom  it  is  good  for  men  to  sit  in 
counsel?  He  seeks  Truth,  not  as 
she  should  be  sought,  devoutly,  tenta¬ 
tively,  and  with  the  air  of  one  touching 
the  hem  of  a  sacred  garment,  but 
clutching  her  by  the  hair  of  the  head 
and  dragging  her  after  him  in  a  kind 
of  boisterous  triumph,  a  prisoner  of 
war  and  not  a  goddess. 

All  this  finds  itself  reflected,  as  the 
inner  temper  of  a  man  always  is  re¬ 
flected,  in  his  style  of  written  prose. 
The  merits  of  Macaulay’s  prose  are 
obvious  enough.  It  naturally  repro¬ 
duces  the  good  qualities  of  his  under¬ 
standing,  its  strength,  manliness,  and 
directness.  That  exultation  in  material 
goods  and  glories  of  which  we  have 
already  spoken,  makes  his  pages  rich 
in  colour,  and  gives  them  the  effect 
of  a  sumptuous  gala-suit.  Certainly 
the  brocade  is  too  brand-new,  and  has 
none  of  the  delicate  charm  that  comes 
to  such  finery  when  it  is  a  little  faded. 
Again,  nobody  can  have  any  excuse 
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for  not  knowing  exactly  what  it  is  that 
Macaulay  means.  We  may  assuredly 
say  of  his  prose  what  Boileau  says 
of  his  own  poetry — ‘  Et  mon  vers,  bien 
ou  mal,  dit  tou jours  quelque  chose.’ 
This  is  a  prodigious  merit,  when  we 
reflect  with  what  fatal  alacrity  human 
language  lends  itself,  in  the  hands  of  so 
many  performers  upon  the  pliant  in¬ 
strument,  to  all  sorts  of  obscurity, 
ambiguity,  disguise,  and  pretentious 
mystification.  Scaliger  is  supposed  to 
have  remarked  of  the  Basques  and 
their  desperate  tongue :  ‘  ’Tis  said  the 
Basques  understand  one  another;  for 
my  part,  I  will  never  believe  it.’  The 
same  pungent  doubt  might  apply  to 
loftier  members  of  the  hierarchy  of 
speech  than  that  forlorn  dialect,  but 
never  to  English  as  handled  by  Macau¬ 
lay.  He  never  wrote  an  obscure 
sentence  in  his  life,  and  this  may  seem 
a  small  merit,  until  we  remember 
of  how  few  writers  we  could  say  the 
same. 
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Macaulay  is  of  those  who  think  prose 
as  susceptible  of  polished  and  definite 
form  as  verse,  and  he  was,  we  should 
suppose,  of  those  also  who  hold  the 
type  and  mould  of  all  written  language 
to  be  spoken  language.  There  are  more 
reasons  for  demurring  to  the  soundness 
of  the  latter  doctrine,  than  can  con¬ 
veniently  be  made  to  fill  a  digression 
here.  For  one  thing,  spoken  language 
necessarily  implies  one  or  more  listeners, 
whereas  written  language  may  often 
have  to  express  meditative  moods  and 
trains  and  inward  reflection  that  move 
through  the  mind  without  trace  of  ex¬ 
ternal  reference,  and  that  would  lose 
their  special  traits  by  the  introduction 
of  any  suspicion  that  they  were  to  be 
overheard.  Again,  even  granting  that 
all  composition  must  be  supposed  to  be 
meant,  by  the  fact  of  its  existence,  to 
be  addressed  to  a  body  of  readers,  it 
still  remains  to  be  shown  that  indirect 
address  to  the  inner  ear  should  follow 
the  same  method  and  rhythm  as  address 
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directly  through  impressions  on  the 
outer  organ.  The  attitude  of  the  re¬ 
cipient  mind  is  diff erent,  and  there  is  the 
symbolism  of  a  new  medium  between 
it  and  the  speaker.  The  writer,  being 
cut  off  from  all  those  effects  which  are 
producible  by  the  physical  intonations 
of  the  voice,  has  to  find  substitutes  for 
them  by  other  means,  by  subtler  cad¬ 
ences,  by  a  more  varied  modulation,  by 
firmer  notes,  by  more  complex  circuits, 
than  suffice  for  the  utmost  perfection 
of  spoken  language,  which  has  all  the 
potent  and  manifold  aids  of  personality. 
In  writing,  whether  it  be  prose  or  verse, 
you  are  free  to  produce  effects  whose 
peculiarity  one  can  only  define  vaguely, 
by  saying  that  the  senses  have  one 
part  less  in  them  than  in  any  other  of 
the  forms  and  effects  of  art,  and  the 
imaginary  voice  one  part  more.  But 
the  question  need  not  be  laboured  here, 
because  there  can  be  no  dispute  as  to 
the  quality  of  Macaulay’s  prose.  Its 
measures  are  emphatically  the  measures 
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of  spoken  deliverance.  Those  who 
have  made  the  experiment,  pronounce 
him  to  be  one  of  the  authors  whose 
works  are  most  admirably  fitted  for 
reading  aloud.  His  firmness  and  direct¬ 
ness  of  statement,  his  spiritedness,  his 
art  of  selecting  salient  and  highly 
coloured  detail,  and  all  his  other  merits 
as  a  narrator,  keep  the  listener’s  atten¬ 
tion,  and  make  him  the  easiest  of 
writers  to  follow. 

Although,  however,  clearness,  direct¬ 
ness,  and  positiveness  are  master  quali¬ 
ties  and  the  indispensable  foundations 
of  all  good  style,  yet  does  the  matter 
plainly  by  no  means  end  with  them. 
And  it  is  even  possible  to  have  these 
virtues  so  unhappily  proportioned  and 
inauspiciously  mixed  with  other  turns 
and  casts  of  mind,  as  to  end  in  work 
with  little  grace  or  harmony  or  fine 
tracery  about  it,  but  only  overweening 
purpose  and  vehement  will.  And  it  is 
overweeningness  and  self-confident  will 
that  are  the  chief  notes  of  Macaulay’s 
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style.  It  has  no  benignity.  Energy  is 
doubtless  a  delightful  quality,  but  then 
Macaulay’s  energy  is  perhaps  energy 
without  momentum,  and  he  impresses 
us  more  by  a  strong  volubility  than  by 
volume.  It  is  the  energy  of  interests 
and  intuitions,  which  though  they  are 
profoundly  sincere  if  ever  they  were 
sincere  in  any  man,  are  yet  in  the 
relations  which  they  comprehend,  essen¬ 
tially  superficial. 

Still,  trenchancy  whether  in  speaker 
or  writer  is  a  most  effective  tone  for  a 
large  public.  It  gives  them  confidence 
in  their  man,  and  prevents  tediousness 
—  except  to  those  who  reflect  how 
delicate  is  the  poise  of  truth,  and  what 
steeps  and  pits  encompass  the  dealer  in 
unqualified  propositions.  To  such  per¬ 
sons,  a  writer  who  is  trenchant  in  every 
sentence  of  every  page,  who  never 
lapses  for  a  line  into  the  contingent, 
who  marches  through  the  intricacies 
of  things  in  a  blaze  of  certainty,  is  not 
only  a  writer  to  be  distrusted,  but  the 

238 


MACAULAY 


owner  of  a  doubtful  and  displeasing 
style.  It  is  a  great  test  of  style  to 
watch  how  an  author  disposes  of  the 
qualifications,  limitations,  and  excep¬ 
tions  that  clog  the  wings  of  his  main 
proposition.  The  grave  and  conscien¬ 
tious  men  of  the  seventeenth  century 
insisted  on  packing  them  all  honestly 
along  with  the  main  proposition  itself, 
within  the  bounds  of  a  single  period. 
Burke  arranges  them  in  tolerably  close 
order  in  the  paragraph.  Dr  Newman, 
that  winning  writer,  disperses  them 
lightly  over  his  page.  Of  Macaulay 
it  is  hardly  unfair  to  say  that  he  des¬ 
patches  all  qualifications  into  outer 
space  before  he  begins  to  write,  or  if 
he  magnanimously  admits  one  or  two 
here  and  there,  it  is  only  to  bring  them 
the  more  imposingly  to  the  same  mur¬ 
derous  end. 

We  have  spoken  of  Macaulay’s  in¬ 
terests  and  intuitions  wearing  a  certain 
air  of  superficiality ;  there  is  a  feeling 
of  the  same  kind  about  his  attempts  to 
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be  genial.  It  is  not  truly  festive.  There 
is  no  abandonment  in  it.  It  has  no 
deep  root  in  moral  humour,  and  is 
merely  a  literary  form,  resembling 
nothing  so  much  as  the  hard  geniality 
of  some  clever  college  tutor  of  stiff 
manners,  entertaining  undergraduates 
at  an  official  breakfast-party.  This  is 
not  because  his  tone  is  bookish  ;  on  the 
contrary,  his  tone  and  level  are  dis¬ 
tinctly  those  of  the  man  of  the  world. 
But  one  always  seems  to  find  that 
neither  a  wide  range  of  cultivation, 
nor  familiar  access  to  the  best  Whig 
circles,  had  quite  removed  the  stiffness 
and  self-conscious  precision  of  the  Clap- 
ham  Sect.  We  would  give  much  for  a 
little  more  flexibility,  and  would  wel¬ 
come  ever  so  slight  a  consciousness  of 
infirmity.  As  has  been  said,  the  only 
people  whom  men  cannot  pardon  are 
the  perfect.  Macaulay  is  like  the  mili¬ 
tary  king  who  never  suffered  himself 
to  be  seen,  even  by  the  attendants  in 
his  bed-chamber,  until  he  had  had  time 
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to  put  on  liis  uniform  and  jack-boots. 
His  severity  of  eye  is  very  wholesome ; 
it  makes  his  writing  firm,  and  firmness 
is  certainly  one  of  the  first  qualities 
that  good  writing  must  have.  But 
there  is  such  a  thing  as  soft  and  con¬ 
siderate  precision,  as  well  as  hard  and 
scolding  precision.  Those  most  in¬ 
teresting  English  critics  of  the  genera¬ 
tion  slightly  anterior  to  Macaulay, — 
Hazlitt,  Lamb,  De  Quincey,  Leigh  Hunt, 
— were  fully  his  equals  in  precision,  and 
yet  they  knew  how  to  be  clear,  acute, 
and  definite,  without  that  edginess  and 
inelasticity  which  is  so  conspicuous  in 
Macaulay’s  criticisms,  alike  in  their 
matter  and  their  form. 

To  borrow  the  figure  of  an  old  writer, 
Macaulay’s  prose  is  not  like  a  flowing 
vestment  to  his  thought,  but  like  a  suit 
of  armour.  It  is  often  splendid  and 
glittering,  and  the  movement  of  the 
opening  pages  of  his  History  is  superb 
in  its  dignity.  But  that  movement  is 
exceptional.  As  a  rule  there  is  the 
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hardness,  if  there  is  also  often  the 
sheen,  of  highly-wrought  metal.  Or, 
to  change  our  figure,  his  pages  are  com¬ 
posed  as  a  handsome  edifice  is  reared, 
not  as  a  fine  statue  or  a  frieze  ‘with 
bossy  sculptures  graven’  grows  up  in 
the  imaginative  mind  of  the  statuary. 
There  is  no  liquid  continuity,  such  as 
indicates  a  writer  possessed  by  his  sub¬ 
ject  and  not  merely  possessing  it.  The 
periods  are  marshalled  in  due  order  of 
procession,  bright  and  high-stepping ; 
they  never  escape  under  an  impulse  of 
emotion  into  the  full  current  of  a  brim¬ 
ming  stream.  What  is  curious  is  that 
though  Macaulay  seems  ever  to  be 
brandishing  a  two-edged  gleaming 
sword,  and  though  he  steeps  us  in  an 
atmosphere  of  belligerency,  yet  we  are 
never  conscious  of  inward  agitation  in 
him,  and  perhaps  this  alone  would 
debar  him  from  a  place  among  the 
greatest  writers.  For  they,  under  that 
reserve,  suppression,  or  management, 
which  is  an  indispensable  condition  of 
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the  finest  rhetorical  art,  even  when 
aiming  at  the  most  passionate  effects, 
still  succeed  in  conveying  to  their 
readers  a  thrilling  sense  of  the  strong 
fires  that  are  glowing  underneath. 
Now  when  Macaulay  advances  with 
his  hectoring  sentences  and  his  rough 
pistolling  ways,  we  feel  all  the  time 
that  his  pulse  is  as  steady  as  that  of 
the  most  practised  duellist  who  ever 
ate  fire.  He  is  too  cool  to  be  betrayed 
into  a  single  phrase  of  happy  impro¬ 
visation.  His  pictures  glare,  but  are 
seldom  warm.  Those  strokes  of  minute 
circumstantiality  which  he  loved  so 
dearly,  show  that  even  in  moments 
when  his  imagination  might  seem  to 
be  moving  both  spontaneously  and 
ardently,  it  was  really  only  a  literary 
instrument,  a  fashioning  tool  and  not 
a  melting  flame.  Let  us  take  a  single 
example.  He  is  describing  the  trial  of 
Warren  Hastings.  ‘Every  step  in  the 
proceedings,’  he  says,  ‘  carried  the  mind 
either  backward  through  many  troubled 
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centuries  to  the  days  when  the  founda¬ 
tions  of  our  constitution  were  laid ;  or 
far  away  over  boundless  seas  and 
deserts,  to  dusky  nations  living  under 
strange  stars,  worshipping  strange  gods, 
and  writing  strange  characters  from 
right  to  left.’  The  odd  triviality  of 
the  last  detail,  its  unworthiness  of  the 
sentiment  of  the  passage,  leaves  the 
reader  checked ;  what  sets  out  as  a  fine 
stroke  of  imagination  dwindles  down 
to  a  sort  of  literary  conceit.  And  this 
puerile  twist,  by  the  way,  is  all  the 
poorer,  when  it  is  considered  that  the 
native  writing  is  really  from  left  to 
right,  and  only  takes  the  other  direc¬ 
tion  in  a  foreign,  that  is  to  say,  a 
Persian  alphabet.  And  so  in  other 
places,  even  where  the  writer  is  most 
deservedly  admired  for  gorgeous  pic¬ 
turesque  effect,  we  feel  that  it  is  only 
the  literary  picturesque,  a  kind  of  in¬ 
finitely  glorified  newspaper-reporting. 
Compare,  for  instance,  the  most  ima¬ 
ginative  piece  to  be  found  in  any  part 
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of  Macaulay’s  writings  with  that  sudden 
and  lovely  apostrophe  in  Carlyle,  after 
describing  the  bloody  horrors  that  fol¬ 
lowed  the  fall  of  the  Bastille  in  1789 : — 
‘0  evening  sun  of  July,  how,  at  this 
hour,  thy  beams  fall  slant  on  reapers 
amid  peaceful  woody  fields ;  on  old 
women  spinning  in  cottages ;  on  ships 
far  out  in  the  silent  main ;  on  balls  at 
the  Orangerie  at  Versailles,  where  high- 
rouged  dames  of  the  Palace  are  even 
now  dancing  with  double  -  jacketed 
Hussar  officers  ; — and  also  on  this  roar¬ 
ing  Hell-porch  of  a  Hotel  de  Ville !  ’ 
Who  does  not  feel  in  this  the  breath 
of  poetic  inspiration,  and  how  different 
it  is  from  the  mere  composite  of  the 
rhetorician’s  imagination,  assiduously 
working  to  order? 

This  remark  is  no  disparagement  of 
Macaulay’s  genius,  but  a  classification 
of  it.  We  are  interrogating  our  own 
impressions,  and  asking  ourselves 
among  what  kind  of  writers  he  ought 
to  be  placed.  Rhetoric  is  a  good  and 
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worthy  art,  and  rhetorical  authors  are 
often  more  useful,  more  instructive, 
more  really  respectable  than  poetical 
authors.  But  it  is  to  be  said  that 
Macaulay  as  a  rhetorician  will  hardly 
be  placed  in  the  first  rank,  by  those 
who  have  studied  both  him  and  the 
great  masters.  Once  more,  no  amount 
of  embellishment  or  emphasis  or  bril¬ 
liant  figure  suffices  to  produce  this 
intense  effect  of  agitation  rigorously 
restrained ;  nor  can  any  beauty  of 
decoration  be  in  the  least  a  substitute 
for  that  touching  and  penetrative 
music,  which  is  made  in  prose  by  the 
repressed  ti'ouble  of  grave  and  high 
souls.  There  is  a  certain  music,  we  do 
not  deny,  in  Macaulay,  but  it  is  the 
music  of  a  man  everlastingly  playing 
for  us  rapid  solos  on  a  silver  trumpet, 
never  the  swelling  diapasons  of  the 
organ,  and  never  the  deep  ecstasies  of 
the  four  magic  strings.  That  so  sen¬ 
sible  a  man  as  Macaulay  should  keep 
clear  of  the  modern  abomination  of 
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dithyrambic  prose,  that  rank  and 
spra  wling  weed  of  speech,  was  natural 
enough  ;  but  then  the  effects  which  we 
miss  in  him,  and  which,  considering 
how  strong  the  literary  faculty  in  him 
really  was,  we  are  almost  astonished 
to  miss,  are  not  produced  by  dithy¬ 
ramb  but  by  repression.  Of  course  the 
answer  has  been  already  given ;  Mac¬ 
aulay,  powerful  and  vigorous  as  he 
was,  had  no  agitation,  no  wonder,  no 
tumult  of  spirit  to  repress.  The  world 
was  spread  out  clear  before  him ;  he 
read  it  as  plainly  and  as  certainly  as 
he  read  his  books  ;  life  was  all  an  affair 
of  direct  categoricals. 

This  was  at  least  one  secret  of  those 
hard  modulations  and  shallow  cadences. 
How  poor  is  the  rhythm  of  Macaulay’s 
prose  we  only  realise  by  going  with  his 
periods  fresh  in  our  ear  to  some  true 
master  of  harmony.  It  is  not  worth 
while  to  quote  passages  from  an  author 
■who  is  in  everybody’s  library,  and  Mac¬ 
aulay  is  always  so  much  like  himself 
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that  almost  any  one  page  will  serve 
for  an  illustration  exactly  as  well  as 
any  other.  Let  any  one  turn  to  his 
character  of  Somers,  for  whom  he  had 
so  much  admiration,  and  then  turn  to 
Clarendon’s  character  of  Falkland ; — 
‘a  person  of  such  prodigious  parts  of 
learning  and  knowledge,  of  that  in¬ 
imitable  sweetness  and  delight  in  con¬ 
versation,  of  so  flowing  and  obliging  a 
humanity  and  goodness  to  mankind, 
and  of  that  primitive  simplicity  and 
integrity  of  life,  that  if  there  were  no 
other  brand  upon  this  odious  and  ac¬ 
cursed  civil  war  than  that  single  loss,  it 
must  be  most  infamous  and  execrable 
to  all  posterity.’  Now  Clarendon  is 
not  a  great  writer,  not  even  a  good 
writer,  for  he  is  prolix  and  involved, 
yet  we  see  that  even  Clarendon, 
when  he  comes  to  a  matter  in  which 
his  heart  is  engaged,  becomes  sweet 
and  harmonious  in  his  rhythm.  If 
we  turn  to  a  prose -writer  of  the 
very  first  place,  we  are  instantly  con- 
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scious  of  a  still  greater  difference. 
How  flashy  and  shallow  Macaulay’s 
periods  seem,  as  we  listen  to  the  fine 
ground-base  that  rolls  in  the  melody 
of  the  following  passage  of  Burke’s, 
and  it  is  taken  from  one  of  the  least 
ornate  of  all  his  pieces : — 

4  You  will  not,  we  trust,  believe  that, 
born  in  a  civilised  country,  formed  to 
gentle  manners,  trained  in  a  merciful 
religion,  and  living  in  enlightened  and 
polished  times,  where  even  foreign 
hostility  is  softened  from  its  original 
sternness,  we  could  have  thought  of 
letting  loose  upon  you,  our  late  beloved 
brethren,  these  fierce  tribes  of  savages 
and  cannibals,  in  whom  the  traces  of 
human  nature  are  effaced  by  ignorance 
and  barbarity.  We  rather  wished  to 
have  joined  with  you  in  bringing  grad¬ 
ually  that  unhappy  part  of  mankind 
into  civility,  order,  piety,  and  virtuous 
discipline,  than  to  have  confirmed  their 
evil  habits  and  increased  their  natural 
ferocity  by  fleshing  them  in  the 
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slaughter  of  you,  whom  our  wiser  and 
better  ancestors  had  sent  into  the 
wilderness  with  the  express  view  of 
introducing,  along  with  our  holy  re¬ 
ligion,  its  humane  and  charitable  man¬ 
ners.  We  do  not  hold  that  all  things 
are  lawful  in  war.  We  should  think 
every  barbarity,  in  fire,  in  wasting,  in 
murders,  in  tortures,  and  other  cruelties, 
too  horrible  and  too  full  of  turpitude 
for  Christian  mouths  to  utter  or  ears 
to  hear,  if  done  at  our  instigation,  by 
those  who  we  know  will  make  war 
thus  if  they  make  it  at  all,  to  be,  to 
all  intents  and  purposes,  as  if  done  by 
ourselves.  We  clear  ourselves  to  you 
our  brethren,  to  the  present  age,  and 
to  future  generations,  to  our  king  and 
our  country,  and  to  Europe,  which  as 
a  spectator,  beholds  this  tragic  scene, 
of  every  part  or  share  in  adding  this 
last  and  worst  of  evils  to  the  inevitable 
mischiefs  of  a  civil  war. 

‘We  do  not  call  you  rebels  and 
traitors.  We  do  not  call  for  the  ven- 
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geance  of  the  crown  against  you.  We 
do  not  know  how  to  qualify  millions  of 
our  countrymen,  contending  with  one 
heart  for  an  admission  to  privileges 
which  we  have  ever  thought  our  own 
happiness  and  honour,  by  odious  and 
unworthy  names.  On  the  contrary,  we 
highly  revere  the  principles  on  which 
you  act,  though  we  lament  some  of 
their  effects.  Armed  as  you  are,  we 
embrace  you,  as  our  friends  and  as  our 
brethren  by  the  best  and  dearest  ties 
of  relation.’ 

It  may  be  said  that  there  is  a  patent 
injustice  in  comparing  the  prose  of  a 
historian  criticising  or  describing  great 
events  at  second  hand,  with  the  prose 
of  a  statesman  taking  active  part  in 
great  events,  fired  by  the  passion  of  a 
present  conflict,  and  stimulated  by  the 
vivid  interest  of  undetermined  issues. 
If  this  be  a  well-grounded  plea,  and  it 
may  be  so,  then  of  course  it  excludes 
a  contrast  not  only  with  Burke,  but 
also  with  Bolingbroke,  whose  fine 
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manners  and  polished  gaiety  give  us 
a  keen  sense  of  the  grievous  garishness 
of  Macaulay.  If  we  may  not  institute 
a  comparison  between  Macaulay  and 
great  actors  on  the  stage  of  affairs,  at 
least  there  can  be  no  objection  to  the 
introduction  of  Southey  as  a  standard 
of  comparison.  Southey  was  a  man  of 
letters  pure  and  simple,  and  it  is  worth 
remarking  that  Macaulay  himself  ad¬ 
mitted  that  he  found  so  great  a  charm 
in  Southey’s  style,  as  nearly  always 
to  read  it  with  pleasure,  even  when 
Southey  was  talking  nonsense.  Now, 
take  any  page  of  the  Life  of  Nelson 
or  the  Life  of  Wesley;  consider  how 
easy,  smooth,  natural,  and  winning  is 
the  diction  and  the  rise  and  fall  of 
the  sentence,  and  yet  how  varied  the 
rhythm  and  how  nervous  the  phrases ; 
and  then  turn  to  a  page  of  Macaulay, 
and  wince  under  its  stamping  emphasis, 
its  over-coloured  tropes,  its  exagger¬ 
ated  expressions,  its  unlovely  staccato. 
Southey’s  History  of  the  Peninsular 
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War  is  now  dead,  but  if  any  of  my 
readers  has  a  copy  on  his  highest 
shelves,  I  would  venture  to  ask  him 
to  take  down  the  third  volume,  and 
read  the  concluding  pages,  of  which 
Coleridge  used  to  say  that  they  were 
the  finest  specimen  of  historic  eulogy 
he  had  ever  read  in  English,  adding 
with  forgivable  hyperbole,  that  they 
were  more  to  the  Duke’s  fame  and 
glory  than  a  campaign.  ‘  Foresight 
and  enterprise  with  our  commander 
went  hand  in  hand ;  he  never  advanced 
but  so  as  to  be  sure  of  his  retreat ;  and 
never  retreated  but  in  such  an  attitude 
as  to  impose  upon  a  superior  enemy,’ 
and  so  on  through  the  sum  of  Welling¬ 
ton’s  achievements.  ‘  There  was  some¬ 
thing  more  precious  than  these,  more 
to  be  desired  than  the  high  and  en¬ 
during  fame  which  he  had  secured  by 
his  military  achievements,  the  satis¬ 
faction  of  thinking  to  what  end  those 
achievements  had  been  directed ;  that 
thev  were  for  the  deliverance  of  two 
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most  injured  and  grievously  oppressed 
nations ;  for  the  safety,  honour,  and 
welfare  of  his  own  country ;  and  for 
the  general  interests  of  Europe  and 
of  the  civilised  world.  His  campaigns 
were  sanctified  by  the  cause ;  they  were 
sullied  by  no  cruelties,  no  crimes ;  the 
chariot  -  wheels  of  his  triumphs  have 
been  followed  by  no  curses ;  his  laurels 
are  entwined  with  the  amaranths  of 
righteousness,  and  upon  his  death-bed 
he  might  remember  his  victories  among 
his  good  works.’ 

What  is  worse  than  want  of  depth  and 
fineness  of  intonation  in  a  period,  is  all 
gross  excess  of  colour,  because  excess 
of  colour  is  connected  with  graver 
faults  in  the  region  of  the  intellectual 
conscience.  Macaulay  is  a  constant 
sinner  in  this  respect.  The  wine  of 
truth  is  in  his  cup  a  brandied  draught, 
a  hundred  degrees  above  proof,  and  he 
too  often  replenishes  the  lamp  of  know¬ 
ledge  with  naphtha  instead  of  fine  oil. 
It  is  not  that  he  has  a  spontaneous 
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passion  for  exuberant  decoration,  which 
he  would  have  shared  with  more  than 
one  of  the  greatest  names  in  literature. 
On  the  contrary,  we  feel  that  the  ex¬ 
aggerated  words  and  dashing  sentences 
are  the  fruit  of  deliberate  travail,  and 
the  petulance  or  the  irony  of  his  speech 
is  mostly  due  to  a  driving  predilection 
for  strong  effects.  His  memory,  his 
directness,  his  aptitude  for  forcing 
things  into  firm  outline,  and  giving 
them  a  sharply  defined  edge, — these  and 
other  singular  talents  of  his  all  lent 
themselves  to  this  intrepid  and  inde¬ 
fatigable  pursuit  of  effect.  And  the 
most  disagreeable  feature  is  that  Mac¬ 
aulay  was  so  often  content  with  an  effect 
of  an  essentially  vulgar  kind,  offensive 
to  taste,  discordant  to  the  fastidious  ear, 
and  worst  of  all,  at  enmity  with  the 
whole  spirit  of  truth.  By  vulgar  we 
certainly  do  not  mean  homely,  which 
marks  a  wholly  different  quality.  No 
writer  can  be  more  homely  than  Mr 
Carlyle,  alike  in  his  choice  of  particulars 
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to  dwell  upon,  and  in  the  terms  or 
images  in  which  he  describes  or  illus¬ 
trates  them,  but  there  is  also  no  writer 
further  removed  from  vulgarity.  Nor 
do  we  mean  that  Macaulay  too  copiously 
enriches  the  tongue  with  infusion  from 
any  Doric  dialect.  For  such  raciness 
he  had  little  taste.  What  we  find  in 
him  is  that  quality  which  the  French 
call  brutal.  The  description,  for  in¬ 
stance,  in  the  essay  on  Hallam,  of  the 
licence  of  the  Restoration,  seems  to  us 
a  coarse  and  vulgar  picture,  whose 
painter  took  the  most  garish  colours  he 
could  find  on  his  palette,  and  then  laid 
them  on  in  untempered  crudity.  And 
who  is  not  sensible  of  the  vulgarity  and 
coarseness  of  the  account  of  Boswell? 
‘  If  he  had  not  been  a  great  fool  he 
would  not  have  been  a  great  writer 
...  he  was  a  dunce,  a  parasite,  and  a 
coxcomb,’  and  so  forth,  in  which  the 
shallowness  of  the  analysis  of  Boswell’s 
character  matches  the  puerile  rudeness 
of  the  terms.  Here  again,  is  a  sentence 
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about  Montesquieu.  ‘The  English  at 
that  time,’  Macaulay  says  of  the  middle 
of  the  eighteenth  century,  ‘  considered 
a  Frenchman  who  talked  about  con- 
stitional  checks  and  fundamental  laws 
as  a  prodigy  not  less  astonishing  than 
the  learned  pig  or  musical  infant.’  And 
he  then  goes  on  to  describe  the  author 
of  one  of  the  most  important  books 
that  ever  were  written,  as  ‘  specious  but 
shallow,  studious  of  effect,  indifferent 
to  truth — the  lively  President,’  and  so 
forth,  stirring  in  any  reader  who  hap¬ 
pens  to  know  Montesquieu’s  influence, 
a  singular  amazement.  We  are  not 
concerned  with  the  judgment  upon 
Montesquieu,  nor  with  the  truth  as  to 
contemporary  English  opinion  about 
him,  but  a  writer  who  devises  an  anti¬ 
thesis  to  such  a  man  as  Montesquieu 
in  learned  pigs  and  musical  infants, 
deliberately  condescends  not  merely  to 
triviality  or  levity,  but  to  flat  vulgarity 
of  thought,  to  something  of  mean  and 
ignoble  association.  Though  one  of  the- 
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most  common,  this  is  not  Macaulay’s 
only  sin  in  the  same  unfortunate  direc¬ 
tion.  He  too  frequently  resorts  to  vul¬ 
gar  gaudiness.  For  example,  there  is  in 
one  place  a  certain  description  of  an  al¬ 
leged  practice  of  Addison’s.  Swift  had 
said  of  Esther  Johnson  that  ‘whether 
from  easiness  in  general,  or  from  her 
indifference  to  persons,  or  from  her  de¬ 
spair  of  mending  them,  or  from  the 
same  practice  which  she  most  liked 
in  Mr  Addison,  I  cannot  determine ; 
but  when  she  saw  any  of  the  company 
very  warm  in  a  wrong  opinion,  she  was 
more  inclined  to  confirm  them  in  it 
than  to  oppose  them.  It  prevented 
noise,  she  said,  and  saved  time.’  Let  us 
behold  what  a  picture  Macaulay  draws 
on  the  strength  of  this  passage.  ‘If 
his  first  attempts  to  set  a  presuming 
dunce  right  were  ill-received,’  Macaulay 
says  of  Addison,  ‘  he  changed  his  tone, 
“  assented  with  civil  leer,”  and  lured  the 
flattered  coxcomb  deeper  and  deeper 
into  absurdity.’  To  compare  this  trans- 
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formation  of  the  simplicity  of  the 
original  into  the  grotesque  heat  and 
overcharged  violence  of  the  copy,  is  to 
see  the  homely  maiden  of  a  country 
village  transformed  into  the  painted 
flaunter  of  the  city. 

One  more  instance.  We  should  be 
sorry  to  violate  any  sentiment  of  to 
o-efMvov  about  a  man  of  Macaulay’s  genius, 
but  what  is  a  decorous  term  for  a  de¬ 
scription  of  the  doctrine  of  Lucretius’s 
great  poem,  thrown  in  parenthetically, 
as  the  ‘  silliest  and  meanest  system  of 
natural  and  moral  philosophy!’  Even 
disagreeable  artifices  of  composition 
may  be  forgiven,  when  they  serve  to 
vivify  truth,  to  quicken  or  to  widen  the 
moral  judgment,  but  Macaulay’s  hardy 
and  habitual  recourse  to  strenuous 
superlatives  is  fundamentally  unscien¬ 
tific  and  untrue.  There  is  no  more 
instructive  example  in  our  literature 
than  he,  of  the  saying  that  the  ad¬ 
jective  is  the  enemy  of  the  sub¬ 
stantive. 
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In  1837  Jeffrey  saw  a  letter  written 
by  Macaulay  to  a  common  friend,  and 
stating  the  reasons  for  preferring  a 
literary  to  a  political  life.  Jeffrey 
thought  that  his  illustrious  ally  was 
wrong  in  the  conclusion  to  which  he 
came.  ‘  As  to  the  tranquillity  of  an 
author’s  life,’  he  said,  ‘  I  have  no  sort 
of  faith  in  it.  And  as  to  fame,  if  an 
author’s  is  now  and  then  more  lasting, 
it  is  generally  longer  withheld,  and  ex¬ 
cept  in  a  few  rare  cases  it  is  of  a  less 
pervading  or  elevating  description.  A 
great  poet  or  a  great  original  writer 
is  above  other  glory.  But  who  would 
give  much  for  such  a  glory  as  Gibbon’s  ? 
Besides,  I  believe  it  is  in  the  inward 
glow  and  pride  of  consciously  influ¬ 
encing  the  destinies  of  mankind,  much 
more  than  in  the  sense  of  personal  repu¬ 
tation,  that  the  delight  of  either  poet  or 
statesman  chiefly  consists.’  And  Gibbon 
had  at  least  the  advantage  of  throwing 
himself  into  a  religious  controversy 
that  is  destined  to  endure  for  cen- 
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turies.  He,  moreover,  was  specifically 
a  historian,  while  Macaulay  has  been 
prized  less  as  a  historian  proper  than 
as  a  master  of  literary  art.  Now  a  man 
of  letters,  in  an  age  of  battle  and  tran¬ 
sition  like  our  own,  fades  into  an  ever- 
deepening  distance,  unless  he  has  while 
he  writes  that  touching  and  impressive 
quality, — the  presentiment  of  the  eve  ; 
a  feeling  of  the  difficulties  and  interests 
that  will  engage  and  distract  mankind 
on  the  morrow.  Nor  can  it  be  enough 
for  enduring  fame  in  any  age  merely 
to  throw  a  golden  halo  round  the 
secularity  of  the  hour,  or  to  make 
glorious  the  narrowest  limitations  of 
the  passing  day.  If  we  think  what 
a  changed  sense  is  already  given  to 
criticism,  what  a  different  conception 
now  presides  over  history,  how  many 
problems  on  which  Macaulay  was  silent 
are  now  the  familiar  puzzles  of  even 
superficial  readers,  we  cannot  help 
feeling  that  the  eminent  man  whose 
life  we  are  all  about  to  read,  is  the  hero 
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of  a  past  which  is  already  remote,  and 
that  he  did  little  to  make  men  better 
fitted  to  face  a  present  of  which,  close 
as  it  was  to  him,  he  seems  hardly  to 
have  dreamed. 
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The  poet  whose  works  are  contained 
in  the  present  volume  was  born  in  the 
little  town  of  Cockermouth,  in  Cum¬ 
berland,  on  April  7,  1770.  He  died 
at  Rydal  Mount,  in  the  neighbouring 
county  of  Westmoreland,  on  April  23, 
1850.  In  this  long  span  of  mortal 
years,  events  of  vast  and  enduring- 
moment  shook  the  world.  A  handful 
of  scattered  and  dependent  colonies 
in  the  northern  continent  of  America 
made  themselves  into  one  of  the  most 
powerful  and  beneficent  of  states.  The 
ancient  monarchy  of  France,  and  all 
the  old  ordering  of  which  the  monarchy 
had  been  the  keystone,  was  overthrown, 
and  it  was  not  until  after  many  a 
violent  shock  of  arms,  after  terrible 
slaughter  of  men,  after  strange  diplo- 
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matic  combinations,  after  many  social 
convulsions,  after  many  portentous 
mutations  of  empire,  that  Europe  once 
more  settled  down  for  a  season  into 
established  order  and  system.  In  Eng¬ 
land  almost  alone,  after  the  loss  of  her 
great  possessions  across  the  Atlantic 
Ocean,  the  fabric  of  the  State  stood 
fast  and  firm.  Yet  here,  too,  in  these 
eighty  years,  an  old  order  slowly  gave 
place  to  new.  The  restoration  of  peace, 
after  a  war  conducted  with  extra¬ 
ordinary  tenacity  and  fortitude,  led 
to  a  still  more  wonderful  display  of 
ingenuity,  industry,  and  enterprise,  in 
the  more  fruitful  field  of  commerce 
and  of  manufactures.  Wealth,  in  spite 
of  occasional  vicissitudes,  increased 
with  amazing  rapidity.  The  population 
of  England  and  Wales  grew  from  being 
seven  and  a  half  millions  in  1770,  to 
nearly  eighteen  millions  in  1850.  Politi¬ 
cal  power  was  partially  transferred 
from  a  territorial  aristocracy  to  the 
middle  and  trading  classes.  Laws 
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were  made  at  once  more  equal  and 
more  humane.  During  all  the  tumult 
of  the  great  war  which  for  so  many 
years  bathed  Europe  in  fire,  through 
all  the  throes  and  agitations  in  which 
peace  brought  forth  the  new  time, 
Wordsworth  for  half  a  century  (1799- 
1850)  dwelt  sequestered  in  unbroken 
composure  and  steadfastness  in  his 
chosen  home  amid  the  mountains  and 
lakes  of  his  native  region,  working  out 
his  own  ideal  of  the  high  office  of  the 
Poet. 

The  interpretation  of  life  in  books  and 
the  development  of  imagination  under¬ 
went  changes  of  its  own.  Most  of  the 
great  lights  of  the  eighteenth  century 
were  still  burning,  though  burning  low, 
when  Wordsworth  came  into  the  world. 
Pope,  indeed,  had  been  dead  for  six 
and  twenty  years,  and  all  the  rest  of 
the  Queen  Anne  men  had  gone.  But 
Gray  only  died  in  1771,  and  Goldsmith 
in  1774.  Ten  years  later  Johnson’s 
pious  and  manly  heart  ceased  to  beat. 
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Voltaire  and  Rousseau,  those  two 
diverse  oracles  of  their  age,  both  died 
in  1778.  Hume  had  passed  away  two 
years  before.  Cowper  was  forty  years 
older  than  Wordsworth,  but  Cowper’s 
most  delightful  work  was  not  produced 
until  1783.  Crabbe,  who  anticipated 
Wordsworth’s  choice  of  themes  from 
rural  life,  while  treating  them  with 
a  sterner  realism,  was  virtually  his 
contemporary,  having  been  born  in 
1754,  and  dying  in  1832.  The  two  great 
names  of  his  own  date  were  Scott  and 
Coleridge,  the  first  born  in  1771,  and 
the  second  a  year  afterwards.  Then 
a  generation  later  came  another  new 
and  illustrious  group.  Byron  was  born 
in  1788,  Shelley  in  1792,  and  Keats  in 
1795.  Wordsworth  was  destined  to  see 
one  more  orb  of  the  first  purity  and 
brillance  rise  to  its  place  in  the  poetic 
firmament.  Tennyson’s  earliest  volume 
of  poems  was  published  in  1830,  and 
‘  In  Memoriam,’  one  of  his  two  master¬ 
pieces,  in  1850.  Any  one  who  realises 
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for  how  much  these  famous  names  will 
always  stand  in  the  history  of  human 
genius,  may  measure  the  great  transi¬ 
tion  that  Wordsworth’s  eighty  years 
witnessed  in  some  of  men’s  deepest  feel¬ 
ings  about  art  and  life  and  ‘  the  speak¬ 
ing  face  of  earth  and  heaven.’ 

Here,  too,  Wordsworth  stood  isolated 
and  apart.  Scott  and  Southey  were 
valued  friends,  but,  as  has  been  truly 
said,  he  thought  little  of  Scott’s  poetry, 
and  less  of  Southey’s.  Of  Blake’s 
‘  Songs  of  Innocence  and  Experience  ’ 
he  said,  ‘  There  is  something  in  the 
madness  of  this  man  which  interests 
me  more  than  the  sanity  of  Lord 
Byron  and  Walter  Scott.’  Coleridge 
was  the  only  member  of  the  shining 
company  with  whom  he  ever  had  any 
real  intimacy  of  mind,  for  whom  he 
ever  nourished  real  deference  and  ad¬ 
miration  as  one  ‘unrelentingly  possessed 
by  thirst  of  greatness,  love,  and  beauty,’ 
and  in  whose  intellectual  power,  as  the 
noble  lines  in  the  Sixth  Book  of  the 
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‘  Prehide  ’  so  gorgeously  attest,  he 
took  the  passionate  interest  of  a  man 
at  once  master,  disciple,  and  friend. 
It  is  true  to  say,  as  Emerson  says,  that 
Wordsworth’s  genius  was  the  great  ex¬ 
ceptional  fact  of  the  literature  of  his 
period.  But  he  had  no  teachers  nor 
inspirers  save  nature  and  solitude. 

Wordsworth  was  the  son  of  a  solicitor, 
and  all  his  early  circumstances  were 
homely,  unpretentious,  and  rather 
straitened.  His  mother  died  when  he 
was  eight  years  old,  and  when  his 
father  followed  her  five  years  later, 
two  of  his  uncles  provided  means  for 
continuing  at  Cambridge  the  education 
which  had  been  begun  in  the  rural 
grammar-school  of  Hawkshead.  It 
was  in  1787  that  he  went  up  to  St 
John’s  College.  He  took  his  Bachelor’s 
degree  at  the  beginning  of  1791,  and 
there  his  connection  with  the  uni¬ 
versity  ended. 

For  some  years  after  leaving  Cam¬ 
bridge,  Wordsworth  let  himself  drift. 
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He  did  not  feel  good  enough  for  the 
Church ;  he  shrank  from  the  law ; 
fancying  that  he  had  talents  for  com¬ 
mand,  he  thought  of  being  a  soldier. 
Meanwhile,  he  passed  a  short  time 
desultorily  in  London.  Towards  the 
end  of  1791,  through  Paris,  he  passed 
on  to  Orleans  and  Blois,  where  he  made 
some  friends  and  spent  most  of  a  year. 
He  returned  to  Paris  in  October  1792. 
France  was  no  longer  standing  on  the 
top  of  golden  hours.  The  September 
massacres  filled  the  sky  with  a  lurid 
flame.  Wordsworth  still  retained  his 
ardent  faith  in  the  Revolution,  and  was 
even  ready,  though  no  better  than  ‘a 
landsman  on  the  deck  of  a  ship  strug¬ 
gling  with  a  hideous  storm,’  to  make 
common  cause  with  the  Girondists. 
But  the  prudence  of  friends  at  home 
forced  him  back  to  England  before 
the  beginning  of  the  terrible  year 
of  ’93.  With  his  return  closed  that 
first  survey  of  its  inheritance,  which 
most  serious  souls  are  wont  to 
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make  in  the  fervid  prime  of  early 
manhood. 

It  would  be  idle  to  attempt  any 
commentary  on  the  bare  facts  that  we 
have  just  recapitulated;  for  Words¬ 
worth  himself  has  clothed  them  with 
their  full  force  and  meaning  in  the 
‘  Prelude.’  This  record  of  the  growth  of 
a  poet’s  mind,  told  by  the  poet  himself 
with  all  the  sincerity  of  which  he  was 
capable,  is  never  likely  to  be  popular. 
Of  that,  as  of  so  much  more  of  his 
poetry,  we  must  say  that,  as  a  whole,  it 
has  not  the  musical,  harmonious,  sym¬ 
pathetic  quality  which  seizes  us  in  even 
the  prose  of  such  a  book  as  Rousseau’s 
‘  Confessions.’  Macaulay  thought  the 
‘  Prelude  ’  a  poorer  and  more  tiresome 
‘  Excursion,’  with  the  old  flimsy  philo¬ 
sophy  about  the  effect  of  scenery  on 
the  mind,  the  old  crazy  mystical  meta¬ 
physics,  and  the  endless  wilderness  of 
twaddle ;  still  he  admits  that  there  are 
some  fine  descriptions  and  energetic 
declamations.  All  Macaulay’s  tastes 
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and  habits  of  mind  made  him  a  poor 
judge  of  such  a  poet  as  Wordsworth. 
He  valued  spirit,  energy,  pomp,  stateli¬ 
ness  of  form  and  diction,  and  actually 
thought  Dryden’s  fine  lines  about  to¬ 
morrow  being  falser  than  the  former 
day  equal  to  any  eight  lines  in  Lucre¬ 
tius.  But  his  words  truly  express  the 
effect  of  the  ‘  Prelude  ’  on  more  vulgar 
minds  than  his  own.  George  Eliot,  on 
the  other  hand,  who  had  the  inward 
eye  that  was  not  among  Macaulay's 
gifts,  found  the  ‘Prelude’  full  of  material 
for  a  daily  liturgy,  and  it  is  easy  to 
imagine  how  she  fondly  lingered,  as 
she  did,  over  such  a  thought  as  this — 

‘  There  is 

One  great  society  alone  on  earth  : 

The  noble  Living  and  the  noble  Dead.’ 
There  is,  too,  as  may  be  found  embedded 
even  in  Wordsworth’s  dullest  work, 
many  a  line  of  the  truest  poetical 
quality,  such  as  that  on  Newton’s 
statue  in  the  silent  Chapel  of  Trinity 
College — 


s 
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‘  The  marble  index  of  a  mind  for  ever 
Voyaging  through  strange  seas  of 
Thought  alone.’ 

Apart,  however,  from  beautiful  lines 
like  this,  and  from  many  noble  passages 
of  high  reflection  set  to  sonorous  verse, 
this  remarkable  poem  is  in  its  whole 
effect  unique  in  impressive  power,  as  a 
picture  of  the  advance  of  an  elect  and 
serious  spirit  from  childhood  and  school- 
time,  through  the  ordeal  of  adolescence, 
through  close  contact  with  stirring 
and  enormous  events,  to  that  decisive 
stage  when  it  has  found  the  sources  of 
its  strength,  and  is  fully  and  finally 
prepared  to  put  its  temper  to  the 
proof. 

The  three  Books  that  describe  the 
poet’s  residence  in  France  have  a  special 
and  a  striking  value  of  their  own. 
Their  presentation  of  the  phases  of 
good  men’s  minds  as  the  successive 
scenes  of  the  Revolution  unfolded  them¬ 
selves  has  real  historic  interest.  More 
than  this,  it  is  an  abiding  lesson  to  brave 
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men  how  to  bear  themselves  in  hours 
of  public  stress.  It  portrays  exactly 
that  mixture  of  persevering  faith  and 
hope  with  firm  and  reasoned  judgment, 
with  which  I  like  to  think  that  Turgot, 
if  he  had  lived,  would  have  confronted 
the  woi'kings  of  the  Revolutionary 
power.  Great  masters  in  many  kinds 
have  been  inspired  by  the  French  Re¬ 
volution.  Human  genius  might  seem 
to  have  exhausted  itself  in  the  burning 
political  passion  of  Burke,  in  the  glow¬ 
ing  melodrama  of  fire  and  tears  of 
Carlyle,  Michelet,  Hugo ;  but  the  ninth, 
tenth,  and  eleventh  Books  of  the  ‘  Pre¬ 
lude,’  by  their  strenuous  simplicity,  their 
deep  truthfulness,  their  slowfooted  and 
inexorable  transition  from  ardent  hope 
to  dark  imaginations,  sense  of  woes  to 
come,  sorrow  for  human  kind,  and  pain 
of  heart,  breathe  the  very  spirit  of  the 
great  catastrophe.  There  is  none  of  the 
ephemeral  glow  of  the  political  exhorta¬ 
tion,  none  of  the  tiresome  falsity  of  the 
dithyramb  in  history.  Wordsworth 
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might  well  wish  that  some  dramatic 
tale,  endued  with  livelier  shapes  and 
flinging  out  less  guarded  words,  might 
set  forth  the  lessons  of  his  experience. 
The  material  was  fitting.  The  story  of 
these  three  Books  has  something  of  the 
severity,  the  self-control,  the  inexorable 
necessity  of  classic  tragedy,  and  like 
classic  tragedy  it  has  a  noble  end.  The 
dregs  and  sour  sediment  that  reaction 
from  exaggerated  hope  is  so  apt  to  stir 
in  poor  natures  had  no  place  here.  The 
French  Revolution  made  the  one  crisis 
in  Wordsworth’s  mental  history,  the 
one  heavy  assault  on  his  continence  of 
soul,  and  when  he  emerged  from  it  all 
his  greatness  remained  to  him.  After 
a  long  spell  of  depression,  bewilderment, 
mortification,  and  sore  disappointment, 
the  old  faith  in  new  shapes  was  given 
back. 

‘  Nature’s  self, 

By  all  varieties  of  human  love 
Assisted,  led  me  back  through  opening 
day 
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To  those  sweet  counsels  between  head 
and  heart 

Whence  grew  that  genuine  knowledge, 
fraught  with  peace, 

Which,  through  the  later  sinkings  of 
this  cause, 

Hath  still  upheld  me  and  upholds  me 
now.’ 

It  was  six  years  after  his  return  from 
France  before  Wordsworth  finally 
settled  down  in  the  scenes  with  which 
his  name  and  the  power  of  his  genius 
were  to  be  for  ever  associated.  During 
this  interval  it  was  that  two  great 
sources  of  personal  influence  were 
opened  to  him.  He  entered  upon  that 
close  and  beloved  companionship  with 
his  sister,  which  remained  unbroken 
to  the  end  of  their  days ;  and  he  first 
made  the  acquaintance  of  Coleridge. 
The  character  of  Dorothy  Wordsworth 
has  long  taken  its  place  in  the  gallery 
of  admirable  and  devoted  women 
who  have  inspired  the  work  and  the 
thoughts  of  great  men.  ‘  She  is  a 
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woman,  indeed,’  said  Coleridge,  ‘  in 
mind  I  mean,  and  heart ;  for  her 
person  is  such  that  if  you  expected  to 
see  a  pretty  woman,  you  would  think 
her  rather  ordinary ;  if  you  expected 
to  see  an  ordinary  woman,  you  would 
think  her  pretty.’  To  the  solidity, 
sense,  and  strong  intelligence  of  the 
Wordsworth  stock  she  added  a  grace, 
a  warmth,  a  liveliness  peculiarly  her 
own.  Her  nature  shines  transparent 
in  her  letters,  in  her  truly  admirable 
journal,  and  in  every  repoi’t  that  we 
have  of  her.  Wordsworth’s  own  feel¬ 
ings  for  her,  and  his  sense  of  the  debt 
that  he  owed  to  her  faithful  affection 
and  eager  mind,  he  has  placed  on  last¬ 
ing  record. 

The  intimacy  with  Coleridge  was,  as 
has  been  said,  W ordsworth’s  one  strong 
friendship,  and  must  be  counted  among 
the  highest  examples  of  that  generous 
relation  between  great  writers.  Un¬ 
like  in  the  quality  of  their  genius,  and 
unlike  in  force  of  character  and  the 
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fortunes  of  life,  they  remained  bound 
to  one  another  by  sympathies  that 
neither  time  nor  harsh  trial  ever  ex¬ 
tinguished.  Coleridge  had  left  Cam¬ 
bridge  in  1794,  had  married,  had  started 
various  unsuccessful  projects  for  com¬ 
bining  the  improvement  of  mankind 
with  the  earning  of  an  income,  and 
was  now  settled  in  a  small  cottage  at 
Nether  Stowey,  in  Somersetshire,  with 
an  acre  and  a  half  of  land,  from  which 
he  hoped  to  raise  corn  and  vegetables 
enough  to  support  himself  and  his  wife, 
as  well  as  to  feed  a  couple  of  pigs  on 
the  refuse.  Wordsworth  and  his  sister 
were  settled  at  Racedown,  near  Crew- 
kerne,  in  Dorsetshire.  In  1797  they 
moved  to  Alfoxden,  in  Somersetshire, 
their  principal  inducement  to  the 
change  being  Coleridge’s  society.  The 
friendship  bore  fruit  in  the  production 
of  ‘  Lyrical  Ballads  ’  in  1798,  mainly  the 
work  of  Wordsworth,  but  containing 
no  less  notable  a  contribution  from 
Coleridge  than  the  ‘Ancient  Mariner.’ 
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The  two  poets  only  received  thirty 
guineas  for  their  work,  and  the  pub¬ 
lisher  lost  his  money.  The  taste  of 
the  country  was  not  yet  ripe  for 
Wordsworth’s  poetic  experiment. 

Immediately  after  the  publication  of 
the  ‘Lyrical  Ballads,’  the  two  Words¬ 
worths  and  Coleridge  started  from 
Yarmouth  for  Hamburg.  Coleridge’s 
account  in  Satyrane’s  Letters,  published 
in  the  ‘  Biographia  Literaria,’  of  the 
voyage  and  of  the  conversation  be¬ 
tween  the  two  English  poets  and 
Klopstock,  is  worth  turning  to.  The 
pastor  told  them  that  Klopstock  was 
the  German  Milton.  ‘  A  very  Ger¬ 
man  Milton  indeed,’  they  thought. 
The  Wordsworths  remained  for  four 
wintry  months  at  Goslar,  in  Saxony, 
while  Coleridge  went  on  to  Ratze- 
burg,  Gottingen,  and  other  places, 
mastering  German,  and  ‘  delving  in 
the  unwholesome  quicksilver  mines 
of  metaphysic  depths.’  Wordsworth 
made  little  way  with  the  language, 
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but  worked  diligently  at  his  own 
verse. 

When  they  came  back  to  England, 
Wordsworth  and  his  sister  found  their 
hearts  turning  with  irresistible  attrac¬ 
tion  to  their  own  familiar  country¬ 
side.  They  at  last  made  their  way  to 
Grasmere.  The  opening  book  of  the 
‘  Recluse,’  which  is  published  for  the 
first  time  in  the  present  volume,  de¬ 
scribes  in  fine  verse  the  emotions  and 
the  scene.  The  face  of  this  delicious 
vale  is  not  quite  what  it  was  when 
‘  Cottages  of  mountain  stone 
Clustered  like  stars  some  few,  but  single 
most, 

And  lurking  dimly  in  their  shy  retreats, 
Or  glancing  at  each  other  cheerful  looks 
Like  separated  stars  with  clouds  be¬ 
tween.’ 

But  it  is  foolish  to  let  ourselves  be 
fretted  by  the  villa,  the  hotel,  and  the 
tourist.  We  may  well  be  above  all 
this  in  a  scene  that  is  haunted  by  a 
great  poetic  shade.  The  substantial 
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features  and  elements  of  beauty  still 
remain,  the  crags  and  woody  steeps, 
the  lake,  ‘its  one  green  island  and  its 
winding  shores ;  the  multitude  of  little 
rocky  hills.’  W ordsworth  was  not  the 
first  poet  to  feel  its  fascination.  Gray 
visited  the  Lakes  in  the  autumn  of 
1769,  and  coming  into  the  vale  of 
Grasmere  from  the  north  -  west,  de¬ 
clared  it  to  be  one  of  the  sweetest 
landscapes  that  art  ever  attempted  to 
imitate,  an  unsuspected  paradise  of 
peace  and  rusticity.  We  cannot  in¬ 
deed  compare  the  little  crystal  mere, 
set  like  a  gem  in  the  verdant  circle 
of  the  hills,  with  the  grandeur  and 
glory  of  Lucerne,  or  the  radiant 
gladness  and  expanse  of  Como :  yet 
it  has  an  inspiration  of  its  own,  to 
delight,  to  soothe,  to  fortify,  and  to 
refresh. 

‘  What  want  we  ?  have  we  not  perpetual 
streams, 

Warm  woods,  and  sunny  hills,  and  fresh 
green  fields, 


282 


WORDSWORTH 

And  mountains  not  less  green,  and 
flocks  and  herds, 

And  thickets  full  of  songsters,  and  the 
voice 

Of  lordly  birds,  an  unexpected  sound 
Heard  now  and  then  from  morn  to 
latest  eve, 

Admonishing  the  man  who  walks  below 
Of  solitude  and  silence  in  the  sky  ? 
These  have  we,  and  a  thousand  nooks 
of  earth 

Have  also  these,  but  nowhere  else  is 
found, 

Nowhere  (or  is  it  fancy?)  can  be  found 
The  one  sensation  that  is  here ;  .  .  .  ’tis 
the  sense 

Of  majesty,  and  beauty,  and  repose, 

A  blended  holiness  of  earth  and  sky, 
Something  that  makes  this  individual 
spot, 

This  small  abiding-place  of  many  men, 
A  termination,  and  a  last  retreat, 

A  centre,  come  from  whereso’er  you 
will, 

A  whole  without  dependence  or  defect, 
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Made  for  itself,  and  happy  in  itself, 

Perfect  contentment,  Unity  entire.’ 

In  the  Grasmere  vale  Wordsworth 
lived  for  half  a  century,  first  in  a 
little  cottage  at  the  northern  corner 
of  the  lake,  and  then  (1813)  in  a  more 
commodious  house  at  Rydal  Mount  at 
the  southern  end,  on  the  road  to 
Ambleside.  In  1802  he  married  Mary 
Hutchinson,  of  Penrith,  and  this  com¬ 
pleted  the  circle  of  his  felicity.  Mary, 
he  once  said,  was  to  his  ear  the  most 
musical  and  most  truly  English  in 
sound  of  all  the  names  we  have.  The 
name  was  of  harmonious  omen.  The 
two  beautiful  sonnets  that  he  wrote 
on  his  wife’s  portrait  long  years  after, 
when  ‘morning  into  noon  had  passed, 
noon  into  eve,’  show  how  much  her 
large  heart  and  humble  mind  had  done 
for  the  blessedness  of  his  home. 

Their  life  was  almost  more  simple 
than  that  of  the  dalesmen  their  neigh¬ 
bours.  ‘  It  is  my  opinion,’  ran  one  of 
his  oracular  sayings  to  Sir  George 
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Beaumont,  ‘that  a  man  of  letters,  and 
indeed  all  public  men  of  every  pursuit, 
should  be  severely  frugal.’  Means  were 
found  for  supporting  the  modest  home 
out  of  two  or  three  small  windfalls  be¬ 
queathed  by  friends  or  relatives,  and 
by  the  time  that  children  had  begun 
to  come  Wordsworth  was  raised  to 
affluence  by  obtaining  the  post  of  dis¬ 
tributor  of  stamps  for  Westmoreland 
and  part  of  Cumberland.  His  life  was 
happily  devoid  of  striking  external  in¬ 
cident.  Its  essential  part  lay  in  medi¬ 
tation  and  composition. 

He  was  surrounded  by  friends. 
Southey  had  made  a  home  for  himself 
and  his  beloved  library  a  few  miles 
over  the  hills,  at  Keswick.  De  Quincey, 
with  his  clever  brains  and  shallow 
character,  took  up  his  abode  in  the 
cottage  which  Wordsworth  had  first 
lived  in  at  Grasmere.  Coleridge,  born 
the  most  golden  genius  of  them  all, 
came  to  and  fro  in  those  fruitless  un¬ 
happy  wanderings  which  consumed  a 
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life  that  once  promised  to  be  so  rich  in 
blessing  and  in  glory.  In  later  years 
Dr  Arnold  built  a  house  at  Fox  How, 
attracted  by  the  Wordsworths  and  the 
scenery;  and  other  lesser  lights  came 
into  the  neighbourhood.  ‘  Our  inter¬ 
course  with  the  Wordsworths,’  Arnold 
wrote  on  the  occasion  of  his  first  visit 
in  1832,  ‘  was  one  of  the  brightest  spots 
of  all ;  nothing  could  exceed  their 
friendliness,  and  my  almost  daily  walks 
with  him  were  things  not  to  be  for¬ 
gotten.  Once  and  once  only  we  had  a 
good  fight  about  the  Reform  Bill  dur¬ 
ing  a  walk  up  Greenhead  Ghyll  to  see 
the  unfinished  sheepfold,  recorded  in 
“  Michael.”  But  I  am  sure  that  our  poli¬ 
tical  disagreement  did  not  at  all  inter¬ 
fere  with  our  enjoyment  of  each  other’s 
society ;  for  I  think  that  in  the  great 
principles  of  things  we  agreed  very 
entirely.’  It  ought  to  be  possible,  for 
that  matter,  for  magnanimous  men, 
even  if  they  do  not  agree  in  the  great 
principles  of  things,  to  keep  pleasant 
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terms  with  one  another  for  more  than 
one  afternoon’s  walk.  Many  pilgrims 
came,  and  the  poet  seems  to  have  re¬ 
ceived  them  with  cheerful  equanimity. 
Emerson  called  upon  him  in  1833,  and 
found  him  plain,  elderly,  whitehaired, 
not  prepossessing.  ‘  He  led  me  out  into 
his  garden,  and  showed  me  the  gravel 
walk  in  which  thousands  of  his  lines 
were  composed.  He  had  just  returned 
from  Staffa,  and  within  three  days  had 
made  three  sonnets  on  Fingal’s  Cave, 
and  was  composing  a  fourth  when  he 
was  called  in  to  see  me.  He  said,  “  If 
you  are  interested  in  my  verses,  perhaps 
you  will  like  to  hear  these  lines.”  I 
gladly  assented,  and  he  recollected  him¬ 
self  for  a  few  moments,  and  then  stood 
forth  and  repeated,  one  after  the  other, 
the  three  entire  sonnets  with  great 
animation.  This  recitation  was  so  un¬ 
looked  for  and  surprising — he,  the  old 
Wordsworth,  standing  apart,  and  re¬ 
citing  to  me  in  a  garden-walk,  like  a 
schoolboy  declaiming — that  I  at  first 
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was  near  to  laugh ;  but  recollecting 
myself,  that  I  had  come  thus  far  to  see 
a  poet,  and  he  was  chanting  poems  to 
me,  I  saw  that  he  was  right  and  I  was 
wrong,  and  gladly  gave  myself  up  to 
hear.  He  never  was  in  haste  to  publish  ; 
partly  because  he  corrected  a  good  deal. 
.  .  .  He  preferred  such  of  his  poems  as 
touched  the  affections  to  any  others ; 
for  whatever  is  didactic — what  theories 
of  society,  and  so  on — might  perish 
quickly,  but  whatever  combined  a  truth 
with  an  affection  was  good  to-day  and 
good  for  ever’  (‘  English  Traits,’  ch.  i.). 

Wordsworth  was  far  too  wise  to  en¬ 
courage  the  pilgrims  to  turn  into  abid¬ 
ing  sojourners  in  his  chosen  land. 
Clough  has  described  how,  when  he 
was  a  lad  of  eighteen  (1837),  with  a  mild 
surprise  he  heard  the  venerable  poet 
correct  the  tendency  to  exaggerate  the 
importance  of  flowers  and  fields,  lakes, 
waterfalls,  and  scenery.  ‘  People  come 
to  the  Lakes,’  said  W ords worth  ‘  and 
are  charmed  with  a  particular  spot, 
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and  build  a  house,  and  find  themselves 
discontented,  forgetting  that  these 
things  are  only  the  sauce  and  garnish 
of  life.’ 

In  spite  of  a  certain  hardness  and 
stiffness,  Wordsworth  must  have  been 
an  admirable  companion  for  anybody 
capable  of  true  elevation  of  mind.  The 
unfortunate  Haydon  says,  with  his 
usual  accent  of  enthusiasm,  after  a 
saunter  at  Hampstead,  ‘never  did  any 
man  so  beguile  the  time  as  W ordsworth. 
His  purity  of  heart,  his  kindness,  his 
soundness  of  principle,  his  information, 
his  knowledge,  and  the  intense  and 
eager  feelings  with  which  he  pours 
forth  all  he  knows,  affect,  interest,  and 
enchant  one  ’  (‘  Autobiog.’  i.  298,  384). 
The  diary  of  Crabb  Robinson,  the 
correspondence  of  Charles  Lamb,  the 
delightful  autobiography  of  Mrs 
Fletcher,  and  much  less  delightfully 
the  autobiography  of  Harriet  Mar- 
tineau,  all  help  us  to  realise  by  many 
a  trait  Wordsworth’s  daily  walk  and 
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conversation.  Of  all  the  glimpses  that 
we  get,  from  these  and  many  other 
sources,  none  are  more  pleasing  than 
those  of  the  intercourse  between  Words¬ 
worth  and  Scott.  They  were  the  two 
manliest  and  most  wholesome  men  of 
genius  of  their  time.  They  held  differ¬ 
ent  theories  of  poetic  art,  but  their 
affection  and  esteem  for  one  another 
never  varied,  from  the  early  days  when 
Scott  and  his  young  wife  visited  W ords- 
worth  in  his  cottage  at  Grasmere,  down 
to  that  sorrowful  autumn  evening  (1831) 
when  Wordsworth  and  his  daughter 
went  to  Abbotsford  to  bid  farewell  to 
the  wondrous  potentate,  then  just  about 
to  start  on  his  vain  search  for  new  life, 
followed  by  ‘  the  might  of  the  whole 
earth’s  good  wishes.’ 

Of  Wordsworth’s  demeanour  and  phy¬ 
sical  presence,  De  Quincey’s  account, 
silly,  coxcombical,  and  vulgar,  is  the 
worst ;  Carlyle’s,  as  might  be  expected 
from  his  magical  gift  of  portraiture, 
is  the  best.  Carlyle  cared  little  for 
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Wordsworth’s  poetry,  had  a  real  re¬ 
spect  for  the  antique  greatness  of  his 
devotion  to  Poverty  and  Peasanthood, 
recognised  his  strong  intellectual  powers 
and  strong  character,  but  thought  him 
rather  dull,  bad-tempered,  unproductive, 
and  almost  wearisome,  and  found  his 
divine  reflections  and  unfathomabilities 
stinted,  scanty,  uncertain,  palish.  From 
these  and  many  other  disparagements, 
one  gladly  passes  to  the  picture  of  the 
poet  as  he  was  in  the  flesh  at  a  break¬ 
fast  party  given  by  Henry  Taylor,  at 
a  tavern  in  St  James’s  Street,  in  1840. 
The  subject  of  the  talk  was  Literature, 
its  laws,  practices,  and  observances : — 
‘  He  talked  well  in  his  way ;  with 
veracity,  easy  brevity  and  force;  as  a 
wise  tradesman  would  of  his  tools  and 
workshop,  and  as  no  unwise  one  could. 
His  voice  was  good,  frank,  and  sonorous, 
though  practically  clear,  distinct,  and 
forcible,  rather  than  melodious;  the 
tone  of  him  business-like,  sedately  con¬ 
fident;  no  discourtesy,  yet  no  anxiety 
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about  being  courteous :  a  fine  whole¬ 
some  rusticity,  fresh  as  his  mountain 
breezes,  sat  well  on  the  stalwart  veteran, 
and  on  all  he  said  and  did.  You  would 
have  said  he  was  a  usually  taciturn 
man,  glad  to  unlock  himself  to  audience 
sympathetic  and  intelligent,  when  such 
offered  itself.  His  face  bore  marks  of 
much,  not  always  peaceful,  meditation  ; 
the  look  of  it  not  bland  or  benevolent, 
so  much  as  close,  impregnable,  and 
hard;  a  man  “multa  tacere  loquive 
paratus,”  in  a  world  where  he  had  ex¬ 
perienced  no  lack  of  contradictions  as 
he  strode  along !  The  eyes  were  not 
very  brilliant,  but  they  had  a  quiet 
clearness ;  there  was  enough  of  brow, 
and  well  shaped ;  rather  too  much  of 
cheek  (‘  ‘  horse-face,”  I  have  heard  satir¬ 
ists  say),  face  of  squarish  shape  and 
decidedly  longish,  as  I  think  the  head 
itself  was  (its  “  length  ”  going  horizon¬ 
tal)  ;  he  was  large-boned,  lean,  but  still 
firm-knit,  tall,  and  strong-looking  when 
he  stood ;  a  right  good  old  steel-gray  fig- 
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ure,  with  rustic  simplicity  and  dignity 
about  him,  and  a  vivacious  strength 
looking  through  him  which  might  have 
suited  one  of  those  old  steel  -  gray 
“Markgrafs”  [Graf  =  ‘Grau,’  ‘Steel 
gray  ’]  whom  Henry  the  Fowler  set  up 
to  ward  the  “marches,”  and  do  battle 
with  the  intrusive  heathen,  in  a  stal¬ 
wart  and  judicious  manner.’ 

Whoever  might  be  his  friends  within 
an  easy  walk,  or  dwelling  afar,  the 
poet  knew  how  to  live  his  own  life. 
The  three  fine  sonnets  headed  ‘  Personal 
Talk,’  so  well  known,  so  warmly  ac¬ 
cepted  in  our  better  hours,  so  easily 
forgotten  in  hours  not  so  good  between 
pleasant  levities  and  grinding  pre¬ 
occupations,  show  us  how  little  his 
neighbours  had  to  do  with  the  poet’s 
genial  seasons  of  ‘  smooth  passions, 
smooth  discourse,  and  joyous  thought.’ 

For  those  days  Wordsworth  was  a 
considerable  traveller.  Between  1820 
and  1837  he  made  long  tours  abroad, 
to  Switzerland,  to  Holland,  to  Belgium, 
t  2  293 


LITERARY  ESSAYS 

to  Italy.  In  other  years  he  visited 
Wales,  Scotland,  and  Ireland.  He  was 
no  mechanical  tourist,  admiring  to 
order  and  marvelling  hy  regulation; 
and  he  confessed  to  Mrs  Fletcher  that 
he  fell  asleep  before  the  Venus  de 
Medici  at  Florence.  But  the  product 
of  these  wanderings  is  to  be  seen  in 
some  of  his  best  sonnets,  such  as  the 
first  on  Calais  Beach,  the  famous  one 
on  Westminster  Bridge,  the  second  of 
the  two  on  Bruges,  where  ‘the  Spirit 
of  Antiquity  mounts  to  the  seat  of 
grace  within  the  mind — a  deeper  peace 
than  that  in  deserts  found’ — and  in 
some  other  fine  pieces. 

In  weightier  matters  than  mere 
travel,  Wordsworth  showed  himself  no 
mere  recluse.  He  watched  the  great 
affairs  then  being  transacted  in  Europe 
with  the  ardent  interest  of  his  youth, 
and  his  sonnets  to  Liberty,  commemor¬ 
ating  the  attack  by  France  upon  the 
Swiss,  the  fate  of  Venice,  the  struggle 
of  Hofer,  the  resistance  of  Spain,  give 
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no  unworthy  expression  to  some  of  the 
best  of  the  many  and  varied  motives 
that  animated  England  in  her  long 
struggle  with  Bonaparte.  The  sonnet 
to  Toussaint  l’Ouverture  concludes  with 
some  of  the  noblest  lines  in  the  English 
language.  The  strong  verses  on  the 
expected  death  of  Mr  Fox  are  alive 
with  a  magnanimous  public  spirit  that 
goes  deeper  than  the  accidents  of 
political  opinion.  In  his  young  days 
he  had  sent  Fox  a  copy  of  the  *  Lyrical 
Ballads,’  with  a  long  letter  indicating 
his  sense  of  Fox’s  great  and  generous 
qualities.  Pitt  he  admits  that  he  could 
never  regard  with  complacency.  ‘  I 
believe  him,  however,’  he  said,  ‘  to  have 
been  as  disinterested  a  man,  and  as 
true  a  lover  of  his  country,  as  it  was 
possible  for  so  ambitious  a  man  to  be. 
His  first  wish  (though  probably  un¬ 
known  to  himself)  was  that  his  country 
should  prosper  under  his  administra¬ 
tion ;  his  next  that  it  should  prosper. 
Could  the  order  of  these  wishes  have 
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been  reversed,  Mr  Pitt  would  have 
avoided  many  of  the  grievous  mistakes 
into  which,  I  think,  he  fell.’  ‘You 
always  went  away  from  Burke,’  he 
once  told  Haydon,  ‘with  your  mind 
filled ;  from  Fox  with  your  feelings 
excited;  and  from  Pitt  with  wonder 
at  his  having  had  the  power  to  make 
the  worse  appear  the  better  reason.’ 

Of  the  poems  composed  under  the 
influence  of  that  best  kind  of  patriot¬ 
ism  which  ennobles  local  attachments 
by  associating  them  with  the  lasting 
elements  of  moral  grandeur  and  hero¬ 
ism  it  is  needless  to  speak.  They  have 
long  taken  their  place  as  something 
higher  even  than  literary  classics.  As 
years  began  to  dull  the  old  penetration 
of  a  mind  which  had  once  approached, 
like  other  youths,  the  shield  of  human 
nature  from  the  golden  side,  and  had 
been  eager  to  ‘clear  a  passage  for  just 
government,’  Wordsworth  lost  his  in¬ 
terest  in  progress.  Waterloo  may  be 
taken  for  the  date  at  which  his  social 
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grasp  began  to  fail,  and  with  it  his 
poetic  glow.  He  opposed  Catholic 
emancipation  as  stubbornly  as  Eldon, 
and  the  Reform  Bill  as  bitterly  as 
Croker.  For  the  practical  reforms  of 
his  day,  even  in  education,  for  which 
he  had  always  spoken  up,  Wordsworth 
was  not  a  force.  His  heart  clung  to 
England  as  he  found  it.  ‘  This  concrete 
attachment  to  the  scenes  about  him,’ 
says  Mr  Myers,  *  had  always  formed 
an  important  element  in  his  character. 
Ideal  politics,  whether  in  Church  or 
State,  had  never  occupied  his  mind, 
which  sought  rather  to  find  its  inform¬ 
ing  principles  embodied  in  the  England 
of  his  own  day.’  This  flowed,  we  may 
suppose,  from  Burke.  In  a  passage  in 
the  seventh  Book  of  the  ‘Prelude,’  he 
describes,  in  lines  a  little  prosaic  but 
quite  true,  how  he  sat,  saw,  and  heard, 
not  unthankful  nor  uninspired,  the 
great  orator 

‘  While  he  forewarns,  denounces, 
launches  forth 
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Against  all  systems  built  on  abstract 
rights.’ 

The  Church,  as  conceived  by  the 
spirit  of  Laud,  and  described  by 
Hooker’s  voice,  was  the  great  symbol 
of  the  union  of  high  and  stable  institu¬ 
tion  with  thought,  faith,  right  living, 
and  ‘  sacred  religion,  mother  of  form 
and  fear.’  As  might  be  expected  from 
such  a  point  of  view,  the  church  pieces, 
to  which  Wordsworth  gave  so  much 
thought,  are,  with  few  exceptions,  such 
as  the  sonnet  on  ‘  Seathwaite  Chapel,’ 
formal,  hard,  and  very  thinly  enriched 
with  spiritual  graces  or  unction.  They 
are  ecclesiastical,  not  religious.  In  re¬ 
ligious  poetry,  the  Church  of  England 
finds  her  most  affecting  voice,  not  in 
W ordsworth,  but  in  the  ‘  Lyra  Inno- 
centium’  and  the  ‘Christian  Year.’ 
Wordsworth  abounds  in  the  true  de¬ 
votional  cast  of  mind,  but  less  than 
anywhere  else  does  it  show  in  hie 
properly  ecclesiastical  verse. 

It  was  perhaps  natural  that  when 
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events  no  longer  inspired  him,  Words¬ 
worth  should  have  turned  with  new 
feelings  towards  the  classic,  and  dis¬ 
covered  a  virtue  in  classic  form  to  which 
his  own  method  had  hitherto  made 
him  a  little  blind.  Towards  the  date 
of  Waterloo,  he  read  over  again  some 
of  the  Latin  writers,  in  attempting  to 
prepare  his  son  for  college.  He  even 
at  a  later  date  set  about  a  translation 
of  the  ‘iEneid’  of  Virgil,  but  the  one 
permanent  result  of  the  classic  move¬ 
ment  in  his  mind  is  ‘  Laodamia.’  Earlier 
in  life  he  had  translated  some  books 
of  Ariosto  at  the  rate  of  a  hundred 
lines  a  day,  and  he  even  attempted 
fifteen  of  the  sonnets  of  Michael  Angelo, 
but  so  much  meaning  is  compressed 
into  so  little  room  in  those  pieces  that 
he  found  the  difficulty  insurmountable. 
He  had  a  high  opinion  of  the  resources 
of  the  Italian  language.  The  poetry 
of  Dante  and  of  Michael  Angelo,  he 
said,  proves  that  if  there  be  little 
majesty  and  strength  in  Italian  verse, 
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the  fault  is  in  the  authors  and  not 
in  the  tongue. 

Our  last  glimpse  of  Wordsworth  in 
the  full  and  peculiar  power  of  his 
genius  is  the  Ode  ‘  Composed  on  an 
evening  of  extraordinary  splendour  and 
beauty.’  It  is  the  one  exception  to  the 
critical  dictum  that  all  his  good  work 
was  done  in  the  decade  between  1798 
and  1808.  He  lived  for  more  than 
thirty  years  after  this  fine  composition. 
But  he  added  nothing  more  of  value 
to  the  work  that  he  had  already  done. 
The  public  appreciation  of  it  was  very 
slow.  The  most  influential  among  the 
critics  were  for  long  hostile  and  con¬ 
temptuous.  Never  at  any  time  did 
Wordsworth  come  near  to  such  popu¬ 
larity  as  that  of  Scott  or  of  Byron. 
Nor  was  this  all.  For  many  years 
most  readers  of  poetry  thought  more 
even  of  ‘  Lalla  Rookh  ’  than  of  the 
4  Excursion.’  While  Scott,  Byron,  and 
Moore  were  receiving  thousands  of 
pounds,  Wordsworth  received  nothing. 
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Between  1830  and  1840  the  current 
turned  in  Wordsworth’s  direction,  and 
when  he  received  the  honour  of  a 
doctor’s  degree  at  the  Oxford  Com¬ 
memoration  in  1839,  the  Sheldonian 
theatre  made  him  the  hero  of  the  day. 
In  the  spring  of  1843  Southey  died,  and 
Sir  Robert  Peel  pressed  Wordsworth 
to  succeed  him  in  the  office  of  Poet- 
Laureate.  ‘It  is  a  tribute  of  respect,’ 
said  the  Minister,  ‘justly  due  to  the 
first  of  living  poets.’  But  almost  im¬ 
mediately  the  light  of  his  common 
popularity  was  eclipsed  by  Tennyson, 
as  it  had  earlier  been  eclipsed  by  Scott, 
by  Byron,  and  in  some  degree  by 
Shelley.  Yet  his  fame  among  those 
who  know,  among  competent  critics 
with  a  right  to  judge,  to-day  stands 
higher  than  it  ever  stood.  Only  two 
writers  have  contributed  so  many  lines 
of  daily  popularity  and  application. 
In  the  handbooks  of  familiar  quota- 
tations  Wordsworth  fills  more  space 
than  anybody  save  Shakespeare  and 
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Pope.  He  exerted  commanding  in¬ 
fluence  over  great  minds  that  have 
powerfully  affected  our  generation. 
‘I  never  before,’  said  George  Eliot  in 
the  days  when  her  character  was  form¬ 
ing  itself  (1839),  ‘met  with  so  many 
of  my  own  feelings  expressed  just  as 
I  should  like  them,’  and  her  reverence 
for  Wordsworth  remained  to  the  end. 
J.  S.  Mill  has  described  how  important 
an  event  in  his  life  was  his  first  reading 
of  Wordsworth.  ‘What  made  his 
poems  a  medicine  for  my  state  of  mind 
was  that  they  expressed  not  mere 
outward  beauty,  but  states  of  feeling 
and  of  thought  coloured  by  feeling, 
under  the  excitement  of  beauty.  I 
needed  to  be  made  to  feel  that  there 
was  real  permanent  happiness  in 
tranquil  contemplation.  Wordsworth 
taught  me  this,  not  only  without 
turning  away  from,  but  with  greatly 
increased  interest  in  the  common  feel¬ 
ings  and  common  destiny  of  human 
beings  ’  (‘  Autobiog.,’  148).  This  effect 
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of  Wordsworth  on  Mill  is  the  very 
illustration  of  the  phrase  of  a  later 
poet  of  our  own  day,  one  of  the  most 
eminent  and  by  his  friends  best  beloved 
of  all  those  whom  Wordsworth  had 
known,  and  on  whom  he  poured  out 
a  generous  portion  of  his  own  best 
spirit : — 

4  Time  may  restore  to  us  in  his  course 
Goethe’s  sage  mind  and  Byron’s  force : 
But  where  will  Europe’s  latter  hour 
Again  find  Wordsworth’s  healing 
power  ?  ’ 

It  is  the  power  for  which  Matthew 
Arnold  found  this  happy  designation 
that  compensates  us  for  that  absence 
of  excitement  of  which  the  heedless 
complain  in  Wordsworth’s  verse — ex¬ 
citement  so  often  meaning  mental 
fever,  hysterics,  distorted  passion,  or 
other  fitful  agitation  of  the  soul. 

Pretensions  are  sometimes  advanced 
as  to  Wordsworth’s  historic  position, 
which  involve  a  mistaken  view  of 
literary  history.  Thus,  we  are  gravely 
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told  by  the  too  zealous  Wordsworthian 
that  the  so-called  poets  of  the  eighteenth 
century  were  simply  men  of  letters ; 
they  had  various  accomplishments  and 
great  general  ability,  but  their  thoughts 
were  expressed  in  prose,  or  in  mere 
metrical  diction,  which  passed  current 
as  poetry  without  being  so.  Yet  Burns 
belonged  wholly  to  the  eighteenth 
century  (1759-96),  and  no  verse- writer 
is  so  little  literary  as  Burns,  so  little 
prosaic ;  no  writer  more  truly  poetic 
in  melody,  diction,  thought,  feeling, 
and  spontaneous  song.  It  was  Burns 
who  showed  Wordsworth’s  own  youth 
‘  How  verse  may  build  a  princely  throne 
on  humble  truth.’  Nor  can  we  under¬ 
stand  how  Cowper  is  to  be  set  down 
as  simply  a  man  of  letters.  We  may, 
too,  if  we  please,  deny  the  name  of 
poetry  to  Collins’s  tender  and  pensive 
‘  Ode  to  Evening  ’ ;  but  we  can  only 
do  this  on  critical  principles,  which 
would  end  in  classing  the  author  of 
‘  Lycidas  ’  and  ‘  Comus,’  of  the  ‘  Allegro  ’ 
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and  ‘  Penseroso,’  as  a  writer  of  various 
accomplishments  and  great  general 
ability,  but  at  bottom  simply  a  man  of 
letters  and  by  no  means  a  poet.  It  is 
to  Gray,  however,  that  we  must  turn 
for  the  distinctive  character  of  the 
best  poetry  of  the  eighteenth  century. 
With  reluctance  we  will  surrender 
the  Pindaric  Odes,  though  not  without 
risking  the  observation  that  some  of 
Wordsworth’s  own  criticism  on  Gray 
is  as  narrow  and  as  much  beside  the 
mark  as  Jeffrey’s  on  the  ‘Excursion.’ 
But  the  ‘  Ode  on  Eton  College  ’  is  not 
to  have  grudged  to  it  the  noble  name 
and  true  quality  of  poetry,  merely 
because,  as  one  of  Johnson’s  most  un¬ 
fortunate  criticisms  expresses  it,  the 
ode  suggests  nothing  to  Gray  which 
every  beholder  does  not  equally  think 
and  feel.  To  find  beautiful  and  pathetic 
language,  set  to  harmonious  numbers, 
for  the  common  impressions  of  medita¬ 
tive  minds,  is  no  small  part  of  the  poet  s 
task.  That  part  has  never  been  achieved 
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by  any  poet  in  any  tongue  with  more 
complete  perfection  and  success  than 
in  the  immortal  ‘  Elegy,’  of  which  we 
may  truly  say  that  it  has  for  nearly 
a  century  and  a  half  given  to  greater 
multitudes  of  men  more  of  the  exquisite 
pleasure  of  poetry  than  any  other 
single  piece  in  all  the  glorious  treasury 
of  English  verse.  It  abounds,  as  John¬ 
son  says,  ‘  with  images  which  find  a 
mirror  in  every  mind,  and  with  senti¬ 
ments  to  which  every  bosom  returns 
an  echo.’  These  moving  commonplaces 
of  the  human  lot  Gray  approached 
through  books  and  studious  contempla¬ 
tion;  not,  as  Wordsworth  approached 
them,  by  daily  contact  with  the  lives 
and  habit  of  men  and  the  forces  and 
magical  apparitions  of  external  nature. 
But  it  is  a  narrow  view  to  suppose  that 
the  men  of  the  eighteenth  century  did 
not  look  through  the  literary  conven¬ 
tions  of  the  day  to  the  truths  of  life 
and  nature  behind  them.  The  con¬ 
ventions  have  gone,  or  are  changed, 
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and  we  are  all  glad  of  it.  Wordsworth 
effected  a  wholesome  deliverance  when 
he  attacked  the  artificial  diction,  the 
personifications,  the  allegories,  the 
antitheses,  the  barren  rhymes  and 
monotonous  metres,  which  the  reigning 
taste  had  approved.  But  while  wel¬ 
coming  the  new  freshness,  sincerity, 
and  direct  and  fertile  return  on  nature, 
that  is  a  very  bad  reason  why  we 
should  disparage  poetry  so  genial,  so 
simple,  so  humane,  and  so  perpetually 
pleasing,  as  the  best  verse  of  the 
rationalistic  century. 

What  Wordsworth  did  was  to  deal 
with  themes  that  had  been  partially 
handled  by  precursors  and  contempor¬ 
aries,  in  a  larger  and  more  devoted 
spirit,  with  wider  amplitude  of  illustra¬ 
tion,  and  with  the  steadfastness  and 
persistency  of  a  religious  teacher. 
‘  Every  great  poet  is  a  teacher,’  he 
said ;  ‘  I  wish  to  be  considered  as  a 
teacher  or  as  nothing.’  It  may  be 
doubted  whether  his  general  proposi- 
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tion  is  at  all  true,  and  whether  it  is 
any  more  the  essential  business  of  a 
poet  to  be  a  teacher  than  it  was  the 
business  of  Handel,  Beethoven,  or 
Mozart.  They  attune  the  soul  to  high 
states  of  feeling ;  the  direct  lesson  is 
often  as  nought.  But  of  himself  no 
view  could  be  more  sound.  He  is  a 
teacher,  or  he  is  nothing.  ‘  To  con¬ 
sole  the  afflicted;  to  add  sunshine  to 
daylight  by  making  the  happy  happier ; 
to  teach  the  young  and  the  gracious 
of  every  age  to  see,  to  think,  and 
feel,  and  therefore  to  become  more 
actively  and  sincerely  virtuous’ — that 
was  his  vocation;  to  show  that  the 
mutual  adaptation  of  the  external 
world  and  the  inner  mind  is  able  to 
shape  a  paradise  from  the  ‘  simple 
produce  of  the  common  day  ’ — that 
was  his  high  argument. 

Simplification  was,  as  I  have  said 
elsewhere,  the  keynote  of  the  revolu¬ 
tionary  time.  Wordsworth  was  its 
purest  exponent,  but  he  had  one  re- 
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markable  peculiarity,  which  made  him, 
in  England  at  least,  not  only  its  pur¬ 
est  but  its  greatest.  While  leading 
men  to  pierce  below  the  artificial  and 
conventional  to  the  natural  man  and 
natural  life,  as  Rousseau  did,  Words¬ 
worth  still  cherished  the  symbols,  the 
traditions,  and  the  great  institutes 
of  social  order.  Simplification  of  life 
and  thought  and  feeling  was  to  be 
accomplished  without  summoning  up 
the  dangerous  spirit  of  destruction 
and  revolt.  Wordsworth  lived  with 
nature,  yet  waged  no  angry  railing 
war  against  society.  The  chief  oppos¬ 
ing  force  to  Wordsworth  in  literature 
was  Byron.  Whatever  he  was  in  his 
heart,  Byron  in  his  work  was  drawn 
by  all  the  forces  of  his  character, 
genius,  and  circumstances  to  the  side 
of  violent  social  change,  and  hence 
the  extraordinary  popularity  of  Byron 
in  the  continental  camp  of  emancipa¬ 
tion.  Communion  with  nature  is  in 
Wordsworth’s  doctrine  the  school  of 
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duty.  With  Byron  nature  is  the 
mighty  consoler  and  the  vindicator 
of  the  rebel. 

A  curious  thing,  which  we  may  note 
in  passing,  is  that  Wordsworth,  who 
clung  fervently  to  the  historic  founda¬ 
tions  of  society  as  it  stands,  was 
wholly  indifferent  to  history ;  while 
Byron,  on  the  contrary,  as  the  fourth 
canto  of  4  Childe  Harold  ’  is  enough  to 
show,  had  at  least  the  sentiment  of 
history  in  as  great  a  degree  as  any 
poet  that  ever  lived,  and  has  given 
to  it  by  far  the  most  magnificent  ex¬ 
pression.  No  doubt,  it  was  history  on 
its  romantic,  rather  than  its  philo¬ 
sophic  or  its  political  side. 

On  Wordsworth’s  exact  position  in 
the  hierarchy  of  sovereign  poets,  a 
deep  difference  of  estimate  still  di¬ 
vides  even  the  most  excellent  judges. 
Nobody  now  dreams  of  placing  him 
so  low  as  the  4  Edinburgh  Reviewers  ’ 
did,  nor  so  high  as  Southey  placed 
him  when  he  wrote  to  the  author 
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of  ‘  Philip  van  Artevelde  ’  in  1829  that 
a  greater  poet  than  Wordsworth 
there  never  has  been  nor  ever  will 
be.  An  extravagance  of  this  kind 
was  only  the  outburst  of  generous 
friendship.  Coleridge  deliberately 
placed  Wordsworth  ‘nearest  of  all 
modern  writers  to  Shakespeare  and 
Milton,  yet  in  a  kind  perfectly  un¬ 
borrowed  and  his  own.’  Arnold,  him¬ 
self  a  poet  of  rare  and  memorable 
quality,  declares  his  firm  belief  that 
the  poetical  performance  of  Words¬ 
worth  is,  after  that  of  Shakespeare 
and  Milton,  undoubtedly  the  most 
considerable  in  our  language  from 
the  Elizabethan  age  to  the  present 
time.  Dryden,  Pope,  Gray,  Cowper, 
Goldsmith,  Burns,  Coleridge,  Byron, 
Shelley,  Keats — ‘Wordsworth’s  name 
deserves  to  stand,  and  will  finally 
stand,  above  them  all.’  Mr  Myers, 
also  a  poet,  and  the  author  of  a 
volume  on  Wordsworth  as  much  dis¬ 
tinguished  by  insight  as  by  admirable 
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literary  grace  and  power,  talks  of 
‘a  Plato,  a  Dante,  a  Wordsworth,’  all 
three  in  a  breath,  as  stars  of  equal 
magnitude  in  the  great  spiritual  firma¬ 
ment.  To  Mr  Swinburne,  on  the  con¬ 
trary,  all  these  panegyrical  estimates 
savour  of  monstrous  and  intolerable 
exaggeration.  Amid  these  contentions 
of  celestial  minds  it  will  be  safest  to 
content  ourselves  with  one  or  two 
plain  observations  in  the  humble 
positive  degree,  without  hurrying  into 
high  and  final  comparatives  and  super¬ 
latives. 

One  admission  is  generally  made  at 
the  outset.  Whatever  definition  of 
poetry  we  fix  upon,  whether  that  it 
is  the  language  of  passion  or  imagina¬ 
tion  formed  into  regular  numbers ;  or, 
with  Milton,  that  it  should  be  ‘  simple, 
sensuous,  impassioned  ’ ;  in  any  case 
thei’e  are  great  tracts  in  Wordsworth 
which,  by  no  definition  and  on  no 
terms,  can  be  called  poetry.  If  we 
say  with  Shelley,  that  poetry  is  what 
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redeems  from  decay  the  visitations 
of  the  divinity  in  man,  and  is  the 
record  of  the  best  and  happiest  mo¬ 
ments  of  the  best  and  happiest  minds, 
then  are  we  bound  to  agree  that 
Wordsworth  records  too  many  mo¬ 
ments  that  are  not  specially  good  or 
happy,  that  he  redeems  from  decay 
frequent  visitations  that  are  not  from 
any  particular  divinity  in  man,  and 
treats  them  all  as  very  much  on  a 
level.  Mr  Arnold  is  undoubtedly  right 
in  his  view  that,  to  be  receivable  as 
a  classic,  W ordsworth  must  be  relieved 
of  a  great  deal  of  the  poetical  baggage 
that  now  encumbers  him. 

The  faults  and  hindrances  in  Words¬ 
worth’s  poetry  are  obvious  to  every 
reader.  For  one  thing,  the  intention 
to  instruct,  to  improve  the  occasion, 
is  too  deliberate  and  too  hardly 
pressed.  ‘We  hate  poetry,’  said  Keats, 

‘  that  has  a  palpable  design  upon  us. 
Poetry  should  be  great  and  unobtru¬ 
sive.’  Charles  Lamb’s  friendly  remon- 
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strance  on  one  of  Wordsworth’s  poems 
is  applicable  to  more  of  them  :  ‘  The 
instructions  conveyed  in  it  are  too 
direct ;  they  don’t  slide  into  the  mind 
of  the  reader  while  he  is  imagining 
no  such  matter.’ 

Then,  except  the  sonnets  and  half  a 
score  of  the  pieces  where  he  reaches 
his  topmost  height,  there  are  few  of 
his  poems  that  are  not  too  long,  and 
it  often  happens  even  that  no  degree 
of  reverence  for  the  teacher  prevents 
one  from  finding  passages  of  almost 
unbearable  prolixity.  A  defence  was 
once  made  by  a  great  artist  for  what, 
to  the  unregenerate  mind,  seemed  the 
merciless  tardiness  of  movement  in 
one  of  Goethe’s  romances,  that  it  was 
meant  to  impress  on  his  readers  the 
slow  march  and  the  tedium  of  events 
in  human  life.  The  lenient  reader  may 
give  Wordsworth  the  advantage  of 
the  same  ingenious  explanation.  We 
may  venture  on  a  counsel  which  is 
more  to  the  point,  in  warning  the 
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student  that  not  seldom  in  these 
blocks  of  afflicting  prose,  suddenly 
we  come  upon  some  of  the  profoundest 
and  most  beautiful  passages  that  the 
poet  ever  wrote.  In  deserts  of  preach¬ 
ing  we  find,  almost  within  sight  of 
one  another,  delightful  oases  of  purest 
poetry.  Besides  being  prolix,  Words¬ 
worth  is  often  cumbrous ;  has  often 
no  flight ;  is  not  liquid,  is  not  musical. 
He  is  heavy  and  self-conscious  with 
the  burden  of  his  message.  How  much 
at  his  best  he  is,  when,  as  in  the  ad¬ 
mirable  and  truly  Wordsworthian  poem 
of  ‘  Michael,’  he  spares  us  a  sermon 
and  leaves  us  the  story.  Then,  he  is 
apt  to  wear  a  somewhat  stiff-cut 
garment  of  solemnity,  when  not 
solemnity,  but  either  sternness  or 
sadness,  which  are  so  different  things, 
would  seem  the  fitter  mood.  In  truth 
Wordsworth  hardly  knows  how  to  be 
stern,  as  Dante  or  Milton  was  stern ; 
nor  has  he  the  note  of  plangent  sad¬ 
ness  which  strikes  the  ear  in  men  as 
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morally  inferior  to  him  as  Rousseau, 
Keats,  Shelley,  or  Coleridge ;  nor  has 
he  the  Olympian  air  with  which 
Goethe  delivered  sage  oracles.  This 
mere  solemnity  is  specially  oppressive 
in  some  parts  of  the  ‘  Excursion  ’ — 
the  performance  where  we  best  see 
the  whole  poet,  and  where  the  poet 
most  absolutely  identifies  himself  with 
his  subject.  Yet,  even  in  the  midst  of 
these  solemn  discoursings,  he  suddenly 
introduces  an  episode  in  which  his 
peculiar  power  is  at  its  height.  There 
is  no  better  instance  of  this  than  the 
passage  in  the  second  Book  of  the 
‘  Excursion,’  where  he  describes  with 
a  fidelity,  at  once  realistic  and  poetic, 
the  worn-out  almsman,  his  patient 
life  and  sorry  death,  and  then  the 
unimaginable  vision  in  the  skies,  as 
they  brought  the  ancient  man  down 
through  dull  mists  from  the  mountain 
ridge  to  die.  These  hundred  and 
seventy  lines  are  like  the  landscape  in 
which  they  were  composed;  you  can 
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no  more  appreciate  the  beauty  of  the 
one  by  a  single  or  a  second  perusal, 
than  you  can  the  other  in  a  scamper 
through  the  vale  on  the  box  of  the 
coach.  But  any  lover  of  poetry  who 
will  submit  himself  with  leisure  and 
meditation  to  the  impressions  of  the 
story,  the  pity  of  it,  the  naturalness 
of  it,  the  glory  and  the  mystic  splen¬ 
dours  of  the  indifferent  heavens,  will 
feel  that  here  indeed  is  the  true 
strength  which  out  of  the  trivial 
raises  expression  for  the  pathetic  and 
the  sublime. 

Apart,  however,  from  excess  of  pro¬ 
lixity  and  of  solemnity,  can  it  be 
really  contended  that  in  purely  poetic 
quality — in  aerial  freedom  and  space, 
in  radiant  purity  of  light  or  depth  and 
variety  of  colour,  in  penetrating  and 
subtle  sweetness  of  music,  in  supple 
mastery  of  the  instrument,  in  vivid 
spontaneity  of  imagination,  in  clean- 
cut  sureness  of  touch  —  Wordsworth 
is  not  surpassed  by  men  who  were 
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below  him  in  weight  and  greatness? 
Even  in  his  own  field  of  the  simple 
and  the  pastoral  has  he  touched  so 
sweet  and  spontaneous  a  note  as  Burns’s 
*  Daisy,’  or  the  ‘  Mouse  ’  ?  When  men 
seek  immersion  or  absorption  in  the 
atmosphere  of  pure  poesy,  without 
lesson  or  moral,  or  anything  but  de¬ 
light  of  fancy  and  stir  of  imagina¬ 
tion,  they  will  find  him  less  congenial 
to  their  mood  than  poets  not  worthy 
to  loose  the  latchet  of  his  shoe  in  the 
greater  elements  of  his  art.  In  all  these 
comparisons,  it  is  not  merely  Words¬ 
worth’s  theme  and  motive  and  dom¬ 
inant  note  that  are  different ;  the  skill 
of  hand  is  different,  and  the  musical 
ear  and  the  imaginative  eye. 

To  maintain  or  to  admit  so  much  as 
this,  however,  is  not  to  say  the  last 
word.  The  question  is  whether  Words¬ 
worth,  however  unequal  to  Shelley  in 
lyric  quality,  to  Coleridge  or  to  Keats 
in  imaginative  quality,  to  Burns  in 
tenderness,  warmth,  and  that  humour 
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which  is  so  nearly  akin  to  pathos,  to 
Byron  in  vividness  and  energy,  yet 
possesses  excellences  of  his  own  which 
place  him  in  other  respects  above  these 
master-spirits  of  his  time.  If  the  ques¬ 
tion  is  to  be  answered  affirmatively,  it 
is  clear  that  only  in  one  direction  must 
we  look.  The  trait  that  really  places 
Wordsworth  on  an  eminence  above  his 
poetic  contemporaries,  and  ranks  him, 
as  the  ages  are  likely  to  rank  him,  on 
a  line  just  short  of  the  greatest  of  all 
time,  is  his  direct  appeal  to  will  and 
conduct.  ‘There  is  volition  and  self- 
government  in  every  line  of  his  poetry, 
and  his  best  thoughts  come  from  his 
steady  resistance  to  the  ebb  and  flow 
of  ordinary  desires  and  regrets.  He 
contests  the  ground  inch  by  inch  with 
all  despondent  and  indolent  humours, 
and  often,  too,  with  movements  of  in¬ 
considerate  and  wasteful  joy’  (R.  H. 
Hutton).  That  would  seem  to  be  his 
true  distinction  and  superiority  over 
men  to  whom  more  had  been  given 
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of  fire,  passion,  and  ravishing  music. 
Those  who  deem  the  end  of  poetry 
to  be  intoxication,  fever,  or  rainbow 
dreams,  can  care  little  for  Wordsworth. 
If  its  end  be  not  intoxication,  but  on 
the  contrary  a  search  from  the  wide 
regions  of  imagination  and  feeling  for 
elements  of  composure  deep  and  pure, 
and  of  self-government  in  a  far  loftier 
sense  than  the  merely  prudential,  then 
Wordsworth  has  a  gift  of  his  own  in 
which  he  was  approached  by  no  poet 
of  his  time.  Scott’s  sane  and  humane 
genius,  with  much  the  same  aims,  yet 
worked  with  different  methods.  He 
once  remonstrated  with  Lockhart  for 
being  too  apt  to  measure  things  by 
some  reference  to  literature.  ‘  I  have 
read  books  enough,’  said  Scott,  ‘  and 
observed  and  conversed  with  enough 
of  eminent  and  splendidly  cultivated 
minds ;  but  I  assure  you,  I  have  heard 
higher  sentiments  from  the  lips  of 
poor  uneducated  men  and  women, 
when  exerting  the  spirit  of  severe 
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yet  gentle  heroism  under  difficulties 
and  afflictions,  or  speaking  their  simple 
thoughts  as  to  circumstances  in  the 
lot  of  friends  and  neighbours,  than  I 
ever  yet  met  with  out  of  the  pages  of 
the  Bible.  We  shall  never  learn  to 
respect  our  real  calling  and  destiny, 
unless  we  have  taught  ourselves  to 
consider  everything  as  moonshine  com¬ 
pared  with  the  education  of  the  heart.’ 
This  admirable  deliverance  of  Scott’s 
is,  so  far  as  it  goes,  eminently  Words¬ 
worthian  ;  but  W ords  worth  went  higher 
and  further,  striving  not  only  to  move 
the  sympathies  of  the  heart,  but  to  en¬ 
large  the  understanding,  and  exalt  and 
widen  the  spiritual  vision,  all  with  the 
aim  of  leading  us  towards  firmer  and 
austerer  self-control. 

Certain  favourers  of  Wordsworth 
answer  our  question  with  a  triumphant 
affirmative,  on  the  strength  of  some 
ethical,  or  metaphysical,  or  theological 
system  which  they  believe  themselves 
to  find  in  him.  But  is  it  credible  that 
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poets  can  permanently  live  by  systems  ? 
Or  is  not  system,  whether  ethical,  theo¬ 
logical,  or  philosophical,  the  heavy  lead 
of  poetry?  Lucretius  is  indisputably 
one  of  the  mighty  poets  of  the  world, 
but  Epicureanism  is  not  the  soul  of  that 
majestic  muse.  So  with  Wordsworth. 
Thought  is,  on  the  whole,  predominant 
over  feeling  in  his  verse,  but  a  prevail¬ 
ing  atmosphere  of  deep  and  solemn 
reflection  does  not .  make  a  system. 
His  theology  and  his  ethics,  and  his 
so-called  Platonical  metaphysics,  have 
as  little  to  do  with  the  power  of  his 
poetry  over  us,  as  the  imputed  Arianism 
or  any  other  aspect  of  the  theology  of 
1  Paradise  Lost  ’  has  to  do  with  the 
strength  and  the  sublimity  of  Milton, 
and  his  claim  to  a  high  perpetual  place 
in  the  hearts  of  men.  It  is  best  to  be 
entirely  sceptical  as  to  the  existence 
of  system  and  ordered  philosophy  in 
Wordsworth.  When  he  tells  us  that 
‘  one  impulse  from  a  vernal  wood  may 
teach  you  more  of  man,  of  moral  evil 
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and  of  good,  than  all  the  sages  can,’ 
such  a  proposition  cannot  be  seriously 
taken  as  more  than  a  half-playful  sally 
for  the  benefit  of  some  too  bookish 
friend.  No  impulse  from  a  vernal 
wood  can  teach  us  anything  at  all  of 
moral  evil  and  of  good.  When  he  says 
that  it  is  his  faith,  ‘that  every  flower 
enjoys  the  air  it  breathes,’  and  that 
when  the  budding  twigs  spread  out 
their  fan  to  catch  the  air,  he  is  com¬ 
pelled  to  think  ‘  that  there  was  pleasure 
there,’  he  expresses  a  charming  poetic 
fancy  and  no  more,  and  it  is  idle  to 
pretend  to  see  in  it  the  fountain  of  a 
system  of  philosophy.  In  the  famous 
‘  Ode  on  Intimations  of  Immortality,’ 
the  poet  doubtless  does  point  to  a  set 
of  philosophic  ideas,  more  or  less  com¬ 
plete  ;  but  the  thought  from  which  he 
sets  out,  that  our  birth  is  but  a  sleep 
and  a  forgetting,  and  that  we  are  less 
and  less  able  to  perceive  the  visionary 
gleam,  less  and  less  alive  to  the  glory 
and  the  dream  of  external  nature,  as 
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infancy  recedes  further  from  us,  is, 
with  all  respect  for  the  declaration  of 
Mr  Ruskin  to  the  contrary,  contrary  to 
notorious  fact,  experience,  and  truth. 
It  is  a  beggarly  conception,  no  doubt, 
to  judge  as  if  poetry  should  always  be 
capable  of  a  prose  rendering ;  but  it  is 
at  least  fatal  to  the  philosophic  preten¬ 
sion  of  a  line  or  a  stanza  if,  when  it  is 
fairly  reduced  to  prose,  the  prose  dis¬ 
closes  that  it  is  nonsense,  and  there  is 
at  least  one  stanza  of  the  great  ‘  Ode  ’ 
that  this  doom  would  assuredly  await. 
Wordsworth’s  claim,  his  special  gift,  his 
lasting  contribution,  lies  in  the  extra¬ 
ordinary  strenuousness,  sincerity,  and 
insight  with  which  he  first  idealises 
and  glorifies  the  vast  universe  around 
us,  and  then  makes  of  it,  not  a  theatre 
on  which  men  play  their  parts,  but  an 
animate  presence,  intermingling  with 
our  works,  pouring  its  companionable 
spirit  about  us,  and  ‘  breathing  grand¬ 
eur  upon  the  very  humblest  face  of 
human  life.’  This  twofold  and  con- 
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joint  performance,  consciously  and  ex¬ 
pressly — perhaps  only  too  consciously 
— undertaken  by  a  man  of  strong  in¬ 
born  sensibility  to  natural  impressions, 
and  systematically  carried  out  in  a 
lifetime  of  brooding  meditation  and 
active  composition,  is  Wordsworth’s 
distinguishing  title  to  fame  and  grati¬ 
tude.  In  *  words  that  speak  of  nothing 
more  than  what  we  are,’  he  revealed 
new  faces  of  nature ;  he  dwelt  on  men 
as  they  are,  men  themselves ;  he  strove 
to  do  that  which  has  been  declared  to 
be  the  true  secret  of  force  in  art,  to 
make  the  trivial  serve  the  expression 
of  the  sublime.  ‘Wordsworth’s  distinc¬ 
tive  work,’  Mr  Ruskin  has  justly  said 
(‘  Modern  Painters,’  iii.  293),  ‘  was  a  war 
with  pomp  and  pretence,  and  a  display 
of  the  majesty  of  simple  feelings  and 
humble  hearts,  together  with  high  re¬ 
flective  truth  in  his  analysis  of  the 
courses  of  politics  and  ways  of  men; 
without  these,  his  love  of  nature  would 
have  been  comparatively  worthless.’ 
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Yet  let  us  not  forget  that  he  possessed 
the  gift  which  to  an  artist  is  the  very 
root  of  the  matter.  He  saw  Nature 
truly,  he  saw  her  as  she  is,  and  with 
his  own  eyes.  The  critic  whom  I  have 
just  quoted  boldly  pronounces  him  ‘  the 
keenest  eyed  of  all  modern  poets  for 
what  is  deep  and  essential  in  nature.’ 
When  he  describes  the  daisy,  casting 
the  beauty  of  its  star-shaped  shadow 
on  the  smooth  stone,  or  the  bound¬ 
less  depth  of  the  abysses  of  the  sky, 
or  the  clouds  made  vivid  as  fire  by  the 
rays  of  light,  every  touch  is  true,  not 
the  copying  of  a  literary  phrase,  but 
the  result  of  direct  observation. 

It  is  true  that  Nature  has  sides  to 
which  Wordsworth  was  not  energeti¬ 
cally  alive — Nature  ‘red  in  tooth  and 
claw.’  He  was  not  energetically  alive 
to  the  blind  and  remorseless  cruelties 
of  life  and  the  world.  When  in  early 
spring  he  heard  the  blended  notes  of 
the  birds,  and  saw  the  budding  twigs 
and  primrose  tufts,  it  grieved  him, 
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amid  such  fair  works  of  nature,  to 
think  ‘what  man  has  made  of  man. 
As  if  nature  itself,  excluding  the  con¬ 
scious  doings  of  that  portion  of  nature 
which  is  the  human  race,  and  excluding 
also  nature’s  own  share  in  the  making 
of  poor  Man,  did  not  abound  in  raking 
cruelties  and  horrors  of  her  own.  ‘  Edel 
sei  der  Mensch,’  sang  Goethe  in  a  noble 
psalm,  ‘  Hiilfreich  und  gut,  Denn  das 
a  llein  unterscheidet  ihn,  Von  alien 
Wesen  die  wir  kennen.’  ‘Let.  man  be 
noble,  helpful,  and  good,  for  that  alone 
distinguishes  him  from  all  beings  that 
we  know.  No  feeling  has  nature:  to 
good  and  bad  gives  the  sun  his  light, 
and  for  the  evildoer  as  for  the  best 
shine  moon  and  stars.’  That  the  laws 
which  nature  has  fixed  for  our  lives 
are  mighty  and  eternal,  Wordsworth 
comprehended  as  fully  as  Goethe,  but 
not  that  they  are  laws  pitiless  as  iron. 
Wordsworth  had  not  rooted  in  him 
the  sense  of  Fate — of  the  inexorable 
sequences  of  things,  of  the  terrible 
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chain  that  so  often  binds  an  awful 
end  to  some  slight  and  trivial  be¬ 
ginning. 

This  optimism  or  complacency  in 
Wordsworth  will  be  understood  if  we 
compare  his  spirit  and  treatment  with 
that  of  the  illustrious  French  painter 
whose  subjects  and  whose  life  were  in 
some  ways  akin  to  his  own.  Millet, 
like  Wordsworth,  went  to  the  realities 
of  humble  life  for  his  inspiration.  The 
peasant  of  the  great  French  plains  and 
the  forest  was  to  him  what  the  Cum¬ 
brian  dalesman  was  to  Wordsworth. 
But  he  saw  the  peasant  differently. 
‘You  watch  figures  in  the  fields,’  said 
Millet,  ‘  digging  and  delving  with  spade 
or  pick.  You  see  one  of  them  from 
time  to  time  straightening  his  loins, 
and  wiping  his  face  with  the  back  of 
his  hand.  Thou  shalt  eat  thy  bread 
in  the  sweat  of  thy  brow.  Is  that  the 
gay  lively  labour  in  which  some  people 
would  have  you  believe?  Yet  it  is 
there  that  for  me  you  must  seek  true 
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humanity  and  great  poetry.  They  say 
that  I  deny  the  charm  of  the  country ; 
I  find  in  it  far  more  than  charms,  I  find 
infinite  splendours.  I  see  in  it,  just  as 
they  do,  the  little  flowers  of  which 
Christ  said  that  Solomon  in  all  his 
glory  was  not  arrayed  like  one  of 
them.  I  see  clearly  enough  the  sun 
as  he  spreads  his  splendour  amid  the 
clouds.  None  the  less  do  I  see  on  the 
plain,  all  smoking,  the  horses  at  the 
plough.  I  see  in  some  stony  corner  a 
man  all  worn  out,  whose  “han  han  ”  have 
been  heard  ever  since  daybreak — trying 
to  straighten  himself  a  moment  to  get 
breath.’  The  hardness,  the  weariness, 
the  sadness,  the  ugliness,  out  of  which 
Millet’s  consummate  skill  made  pictures 
that  affect  us  like  strange  music,  were 
to  Wordsworth  not  the  real  part  of  the 
thing.  They  were  all  absorbed  in  the 
thought  of  nature  as  a  whole,  wonder¬ 
ful,  mighty,  harmonious,  and  benign. 

We  are  not  called  upon  to  place  great 
men  of  his  stamp  as  if  they  were  col- 
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legians  in  a  class-list.  It  is  best  to  take 
with  thankfulness  and  admiration  from 
each  man  what  he  has  to  give.  What 
Wordsworth  does  is  to  assuage,  to 
reconcile,  to  fortify.  He  has  not 
Shakespeare’s  richness  and  vast  com¬ 
pass,  nor  Milton’s  sublime  and  unflag¬ 
ging  strength,  nor  Dante’s  severe,  vivid, 
ardent  force  of  vision.  Probably  he  is 
too  deficient  in  clear  beauty  of  form 
and  in  concentrated  power  to  be  classed 
by  the  ages  among  these  great  giants. 
We  cannot  be  sure.  We  may  leave  it 
to  the  ages  to  decide.  But  Words¬ 
worth,  at  any  rate,  by  his  secret  of 
bringing  the  infinite  into  common 
life,  as  he  evokes  it  out  of  common 
life,  has  the  skill  to  lead  us,  so  long 
as  we  yield  ourselves  to  his  influence, 
into  inner  moods  of  settled  peace,  to 
touch  ‘  the  depth  and  not  the  tumult 
of  the  soul,’  to  give  us  quietness, 
strength,  steadfastness,  and  purpose, 
whether  to  do  or  to  endure.  All  art 
or  poetry  that  has  the  effect  of  breath- 
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ing  into  men’s  hearts,  even  if  it  be  only 
for  a  space,  these  moods  of  settled  peace, 
and  strongly  confirming  their  judgment 
and  their  will  for  good, — whatever  limi¬ 
tations  may  be  found  besides,  however 
prosaic  may  be  some  or  much  of  the 
detail, — is  great  art  and  noble  poetry, 
and  the  creator  of  it  will  always  hold, 
as  Wordsworth  holds,  a  sovereign  title 
to  the  reverence  and  gratitude  of  man¬ 
kind. 
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When  my  friend  Mr  Goschen  invited 
me  to  discharge  the  duty  which  has 
fallen  to  me  this  afternoon  I  confess 
that  I  complied  with  many  misgivings. 
He  desired  me  to  say  something  on  the 
literary  side  of  education.  Now,  it  is 
almost  impossible — and  I  think  those 
who  know  most  of  literature  will  be 
readiest  to  agree  with  me — to  say  any¬ 
thing  new  in  recommendation  of  litera¬ 
ture  in  a  scheme  of  education.  I  have 
felt,  however,  that  Mr  Goschen  has 
worked  with  such  zeal  and  energy 
for  so  many  years  on  behalf  of  this 
good  cause,  that  anybody  whom  he 
considered  able  to  render  him  any 
co-operation  owed  it  to  him  in  its 
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fullest  extent.  The  Lord  Mayor  has 
been  kind  enough  to  say  that  I  am 
especially  qualified  to  speak  on  English 
literature.  I  must,  however,  remind 
the  Lord  Mayor  that  I  have  strayed 
from  literature  into  the  region  of 
politics ;  and  I  am  not  at  all  sure 
that  such  a  journey  conduces  to  the 
aptness  of  one’s  judgment  on  literary 
subjects,  or  adds  much  to  the  force  of 
one’s  arguments  on  behalf  of  literary 
study.  Politics  are  a  field  where  action 
is  one  long  second-best,  and  where  the 
choice  constantly  lies  between  two 
blunders.  Nothing  can  be  more  un¬ 
like  in  aim,  in  ideals,  in  method,  and 
in  matter,  than  are  literature  and 
politics.  I  have,  however,  determined 
to  do  the  best  that  I  can ;  and  I  feel 
how  great  an  honour  it  is  to  be  invited 
to  partake  in  a  movement  which  I  do 
not  hesitate  to  call  one  of  the  most 
important  of  all  those  now  taking 
place  in  English  society. 

What  is  the  object  of  the  movement? 
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What  do  the  promoters  aim  at  ?  I 
take  it  that  what  they  design  is  to 
bring  the  very  best  teaching  that  the 
country  can  afford,  through  the  hands 
of  the  most  thoroughly  competent 
men,  within  the  reach  of  every  class 
of  the  community.  Their  object  is  to 
give  to  the  many  that  sound,  sys¬ 
tematic,  and  methodical  knowledge, 
which  has  hitherto  been  the  privilege 
of  the  few  who  can  afford  the  time 
and  money  to  go  to  Oxford  and 
Cambridge ;  to  diffuse  the  fertilising 
waters  of  intellectual  knowledge  from 
their  great  and  copious  fountain-heads 
at  the  Universities  by  a  thousand 
irrigating  channels  over  the  whole 
length  and  breadth  of  our  busy,  in¬ 
domitable  land.  Gentlemen,  this  is  a 
most  important  point.  Goethe  said 
that  nothing  is  more  frightful  than 
a  teacher  who  only  knows  what  his 
scholars  are  intended  to  know.  We 
may  depend  upon  it  that  the  man 
who  knows  his  own  subject  most 
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thoroughly  is  most  likely  to  excite 
interest  about  it  in  the  minds  of  other 
people.  We  hear,  perhaps  more  often 
than  we  like,  that  we  live  in  a  demo¬ 
cratic  age.  It  is  true  enough,  and  I 
can  conceive  nothing  more  democratic 
than  such  a  movement  as  this,  nothing 
which  is  more  calculated  to  remedy 
defects  that  are  incident  to  democracy, 
more  thoroughly  calculated  to  raise 
modern  democracy  to  heights  which 
other  forms  of  government  and  older 
orderings  of  society  have  never  yet 
attained.  No  movement  can  be  more 
wisely  democratic  than  one  which 
seeks  to  give  to  the  northern  miner 
or  the  London  artisan  knowledge  as 
good  and  as  accurate,  though  he  may 
not  have  so  much  of  it,  as  if  he  were 
a  student  at  Oxford  or  Cambridge. 
Something  of  the  same  kind  may  be 
said  of  the  new  frequency  with  which 
scholars  of  great  eminence  and  con¬ 
summate  accomplishments,  like  Jowett, 
Lang,  Myers,  Leaf,  and  others,  bring 
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all  their  scholarship  to  bear,  in  order 
to  provide  for  those  who  are  not  able, 
or  do  not  care,  to  read  old  classics  in 
the  originals,  brilliant  and  faithful 
renderings  of  them  in  our  own  tongue. 
Nothing  but  good,  I  am  persuaded,  can 
come  of  all  these  attempts  to  connect 
learning  with  the  living  forces  of 
society,  and  to  make  industrial 
England  a  sharer  in  the  classic  tra¬ 
dition  of  the  lettered  world. 

I  am  well  aware  that  there  is  an 
apprehension  that  the  present  extra¬ 
ordinary  zeal  for  education  in  all  its 
forms  —  elementary,  secondary,  and 
higher — may  bear  in  its  train  some 
evils  of  its  own.  It  is  said  that  before 
long  nobody  in  England  will  be  con¬ 
tent  to  practise  a  handicraft,  and  that 
every  one  will  insist  on  being  at  least 
a  clerk.  It  is  said  that  the  moment 
is  even  already  at  hand  when  a  great 
deal  of  practical  distress  does  and 
must  result  from  this  tendency.  I  re¬ 
member  years  ago  that  in  the  United 
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States  I  heard  something  of  the  same 
kind.  All  I  can  say  is,  that  this  ten¬ 
dency,  if  it  exists,  is  sure  to  right 
itself.  In  no  case  can  the  spread  of  so 
mischievous  a  notion  as  that  know¬ 
ledge  and  learning  ought  not  to  come 
within  reach  of  handicraftsmen  be 
attributed  to  literature.  There  is  a 
familiar  passage  in  which  Pericles,  the 
great  Athenian,  describing  the  glory 
of  the  community  of  which  he  was  so 
far-shining  a  member,  says,  ‘  W e  at 
Athens  are  lovers  of  the  beautiful,  yet 
simple  in  our  tastes ;  we  cultivate  the 
mind  without  loss  of  manliness.’  But 
then  remember  that  after  all  Athenian 
society  rested  on  a  basis  of  slavery. 
Athenian  citizens  were  able  to  pursue 
their  love  of  the  beautiful,  and  their 
simplicity,  and  to  cultivate  their  minds 
without  loss  of  manliness,  because  the 
drudgery  and  hard  work  and  rude 
service  of  society  were  performed  by 
those  who  had  no  share  in  all  these 
good  things.  With  us,  happily,  it  is 
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very  different.  We  are  all  more  or 
less  upon  a  level.  Our  object  is — and 
it  is  that  which  in  my  opinion  raises 
us  infinitely  above  the  Athenian  level 
— to  bring  the  Periclean  ideas  of 
beauty  and  simplicity  and  cultivation 
of  the  mind  within  the  reach  of  those 
who  do  the  drudgery  and  the  service 
and  rude  work  of  the  world.  And  it 
can  be  done — do  not  let  us  be  afraid 
- — it  can  be  done  without  in  the  least 
degree  impairing  the  skill  of  our 
handicraftsmen  or  the  manliness  of 
our  national  life.  It  can  be  done 
without  blunting  or  numbing  the 
practical  energies  of  our  people. 

I  know  they  say  that  if  you  meddle 
with  literature  you  are  less  qualified 
to  take  your  part  in  practical  affairs. 
You  run  a  risk  of  being  labelled  a 
dreamer  and  a  theorist.  But,  after 
all,  if  we  take  the  very  highest  form 
of  all  practical  energy — the  governing 
of  the  country — all  this  talk  is  ludi¬ 
crously  untrue.  I  venture  to  say  that 
y  2  341 


LITERARY  ESSAYS 

in  the  present  Government  [1887],  in¬ 
cluding  the  Prime  Minister,  there  are 
three  men  at  least  who  are  perfectly 
capable  of  earning  their  bread  as  men 
of  letters.  In  the  late  Government, 
besides  the  Prime  Minister,  there  were 
also  three  men  of  letters,  and  I  have 
never  heard  that  those  three  were 
greater  simpletons  than  their  neigh¬ 
bours.  There  is  a  Commission  now  at 
work  on  that  very  important  and 
abstruse  subject — the  Currency.  I  am 
told  that  no  one  there  displays  so 
acute  an  intelligence  of  the  difficulties 
that  are  to  be  met,  and  so  ready  an 
apprehension  of  the  important  argu¬ 
ments  that  are  brought  forward,  and 
the  practical  ends  to  be  achieved,  as 
the  chairman  of  the  Commission,  who 
is  not  what  is  called  a  practical  man, 
but  a  man  of  study,  literature,  theor¬ 
etical  speculation,  and  university  train¬ 
ing.  Oh  no,  gentlemen,  some  of  the 
best  men  of  business  in  the  country 
are  men  who  have  had  the  best 
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collegian’s  equipment,  and  are  the 
most  accomplished  bookmen. 

It  is  true  that  we  cannot  bring  to 
London,  with  this  movement,  the  in¬ 
definable  charm  that  haunts  the  grey 
and  venerable  quadrangles  of  Oxford 
and  Cambridge.  We  cannot  take  you 
into  the  stately  halls,  the  silent  and 
venerable  libraries,  the  solemn  chapels, 
the  studious  old-world  gardens.  We 
cannot  surround  you  with  all  those 
elevated  memorials  and  sanctifying 
associations  of  scholars  and  poets,  of 
saints  and  sages,  that  march  in  glorious 
procession  through  the  ages,  and  make 
of  Oxford  and  Cambridge  a  dream  of 
music  for  the  inward  ear,  and  of  delight 
for  the  contemplative  eye.  We  cannot 
bring  all  that  to  you ;  but  I  hope,  and 
I  believe,  it  is  the  object  of  those  who 
are  more  intimately  connected  with  the 
society  than  I  have  been,  that  every 
partaker  of  the  benefits  of  this  society 
will  feel  himself  and  herself  in  living- 
connection  with  those  two  famous 
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centres,  and  feel  conscious  of  the  links 
that  bind  the  modern  to  the  older 
England.  One  of  the  most  interesting 
facts  mentioned  in  your  report  this  year 
is  that  last  winter  four  prizes  of  £10 
each  were  offered  in  the  mining  district 
of  Northumberland,  one  each  to  the 
male  and  female  student  in  every  term 
who  should  take  the  highest  place  in 
the  examination,  in  order  to  enable 
them  to  spend  a  month  in  Cambridge 
in  the  long  vacation  for  the  purpose 
of  carrying  on  in  the  laboratories  and 
museums  the  work  in  which  they  had 
been  engaged  in  the  winter  at  the  local 
centre.  That  is  not  a  step  taken  by 
our  society ;  but  the  University  of 
Cambridge  has  inspired  and  worked 
out  the  scheme,  and  I  am  not  without 
hope  that  from  London  some  of  those 
who  attend  these  classes  may  be  able 
to  realise  in  person  the  attractions  and 
the  associations  of  these  two  great 
historic  sites.  One  likes  to  think  how 
poor  scholars  three  or  four  hundred 
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years  ago  used  to  flock  to  Oxford, 
regardless  of  cold,  privation,  and  hard¬ 
ship,  so  that  they  might  satisfy  their 
hunger  and  thirst  for  knowledge.  I 
like  to  think  of  them  in  connection 
with  this  movement.  I  like  to  think 
of  them  in  connection  with  students 
like  those  miners  in  Northumberland, 
whom  I  know  well,  and  who  are 
mentioned  in  the  report  of  the  Cam¬ 
bridge  Extension  Society  as,  after  a 
day’s  hard  work  in  the  pit,  walking 
four  or  five  miles  through  cold  and 
darkness  and  rough  roads  to  hear  a 
lecture,  and  then  walking  back  again 
the  same  four  or  five  miles.  You  must 
look  for  the  same  enthusiasm,  the  same 
hunger  and  thirst  for  knowledge,  that 
presided  over  the  foundation  of  the 
Universities  many  centuries  ago,  to 
carry  on  this  work,  to  strengthen  and 
stimulate  men’s  faith  in  knowledge, 
their  hopes  from  it,  and  their  zeal 
for  it. 

Speaking  now  of  the  particular  kind 
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of  knowledge  of  which  I  am  going  to 
say  a  few  words — how  does  literature 
fare  in  these  important  operations  ? 
Last  term,  out  of  fifty-seven  courses 
in  the  Cambridge  scheme,  there  were 
ten  on  literature ;  out  of  thirty-one  of 
our  courses,  seven  were  on  literature. 
I  am  bound  to  say  I  think  that  such 
a  position  for  literature  in  the  scheme 
is  very  reasonably  satisfactory.  I  have 
made  some  inquiries,  since  I  knew  that 
I  was  going  to  speak  here,  in  the  great 
popular  centres  of  industry  in  the  North 
and  in  Scotland  as  to  the  popularity  of 
literature  as  a  subject  of  teaching.  I 
find  very  much  what  I  should  have 
expected.  The  professors  all  tell  very 
much  the  same  story,  and  this  is,  that 
it  is  extremely  hard  to  interest  any 
considerable  number  of  people  in 
subjects  that  seem  to  have  no  direct 
bearing  upon  the  practical  work  of 
everyday  life.  There  is  a  disinclina¬ 
tion  to  study  literature  for  its  own 
sake,  or  to  study  anything  which 
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does  not  seem  to  have  a  visible  and 
direct  influence  upon  the  daily  work 
of  life.  The  nearest  approach  to  a 
taste  for  literature  is  a  certain  demand 
for  instruction  in  history  with  a  little 
flavour  of  contemporary  politics.  In 
short,  the  demand  for  instruction  in 
literature  is  strictly  moderate.  That 
is  what  men  of  experience  tell  me, 
and  we  have  to  recognise  it,  nor 
ought  we  to  be  at  all  surprised.  Mr 
Goschen,  when  he  spoke  some  years 
ago,  said  there  were  three  motives 
which  might  induce  people  to  seek 
the  higher  education.  First,  to  obtain 
greater  knowledge  for  bread-winning 
purposes.  From  that  point  of  view 
science  would  be  most  likely  to  feed 
the  classes.  Secondly,  the  improve¬ 
ment  of  one’s  knowledge  of  political 
economy,  and  history,  and  facts  bear¬ 
ing  upon  the  actual  political  work 
and  life  of  the  day.  Thirdly,  was 
the  desire  of  knowledge  as  a  luxury 
to  brighten  life  and  kindle  thought. 
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I  am  very  much  afraid  that,  in  the 
ordinary  temper  of  our  people,  and 
the  ordinary  mode  of  looking  at  life, 
the  last  of  these  motives  savours  a 
little  of  self-indulgence,  and  senti¬ 
mentality,  and  other  objectionable 
qualities.  There  is  a  great  stir  in 
the  region  of  physical  science  at  this 
moment,  and  it  is  likely,  as  any  one 
may  see,  to  take  a  chief  and  foremost 
place  in  the  field  of  intellectual  activity. 
After  the  severity  with  which  science 
was  for  so  many  ages  treated  by  litera¬ 
ture,  we  cannot  wonder  that  science 
now  retaliates,  now  mightily  exalts 
herself,  and  thrusts  literature  down 
into  the  lower  place.  I  only  have  to 
say  on  the  relative  claims  of  science 
and  literature  what  Dr  Arnold  said : — 
‘  If  one  might  wish  for  impossibilities, 
I  might  then  wish  that  my  children 
might  be  well  versed  in  physical 
science,  but  in  due  subordination  to 
the  fulness  and  freshness  of  their 
knowledge  on  moral  subjects.  This, 
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however,  I  believe  cannot  be ;  where¬ 
fore,  rather  than  have  it  the  principal 
thing  in  my  son’s  mind,  I  would  gladly 
have  him  think  that  the  sun  went 
round  the  earth,  and  that  the  stars 
were  so  many  spangles  set  in  the 
bright  blue  firmament  ’  (Stanley’s  ‘  Life 
of  Arnold,’  ii.  31).  It  is  satisfactory 
that  one  may  know  something  of 
these  matters,  and  yet  not  believe 
that  the  sun  goes  round  the  earth. 
But  if  there  is  to  be  exclusion,  I,  for 
one,  am  not  prepared  to  accept  the 
rather  enormous  pretensions  that  are 
nowadays  sometimes  made  for  physical 
science  as  the  be-all  and  end-all  of 
education. 

Next  to  this  we  know  that  there  is 
a  great  stir  on  behalf  of  technical  and 
commercial  education.  The  special 
needs  of  our  time  and  country  com¬ 
pel  us  to  pay  a  particular  attention 
to  this  subject.  Here  knowledge  is 
business,  and  we  shall  never  hold  our 
industrial  pre-eminence,  with  all  that 
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hangs  upon  that  pre-eminence,  unless 
we  push  on  technical  and  commercial 
education  with  all  our  might.  But 
there  is  a  third  kind  of  knowledge, 
and  that  too,  in  its  own  way,  is  busi¬ 
ness.  There  is  the  cultivation  of 
the  sympathies  and  imagination,  the 
quickening  of  the  moral  sensibilities, 
and  the  enlargement  of  the  moral 
vision.  The  great  need  in  modern 
culture,  which  is  scientific  in  method, 
rationalistic  in  spirit,  and  utilitarian 
in  purpose,  is  to  find  some  effective 
agency  for  cherishing  within  us  the 
ideal.  That  is  the  business  and  func¬ 
tion  of  literature.  Literature  alone 
will  not  make  a  good  citizen;  it  will 
not  make  a  good  man.  History  affords 
too  many  proofs  that  scholarship  and 
learning  by  no  means  purge  men  of 
acrimony,  of  vanity,  of  arrogance,  of 
a  murderous  tenacity  about  trifles. 
Mere  scholarship  and  learning  and 
the  knowledge  of  books  do  not  by 
any  means  arrest  and  dissolve  all  the 
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travelling  acids  of  the  human  system. 
Nor  would  I  pretend  for  a  moment 
that  literature  can  be  any  substitute 
for  life  and  action.  Burke  said,  ‘  What 
is  the  education  of  the  generality  of 
the  world  ?  Reading  a  parcel  of 
books  ?  No !  Restraint  and  discip¬ 
line,  examples  of  virtue  and  of  justice, 
these  are  what  form  the  education  of 
the  world.’  That  is  profoundly  true  ; 
it  is  life  that  is  the  great  educator. 
But  the  parcel  of  books,  if  they  are 
well  chosen,  reconcile  us  to  this  discip¬ 
line  ;  they  interpret  this  virtue  and 
justice ;  they  awaken  within  us  the 
diviner  mind,  and  rouse  us  to  a  con¬ 
sciousness  of  what  is  best  in  others 
and  ourselves. 

As  a  matter  of  rude  fact,  there  is 
much  to  make  us  question  whether 
the  spread  of  literature,  as  now  under¬ 
stood,  does  awaken  the  diviner  mind. 
The  numbers  of  the  books  that  are 
taken  out  from  public  libraries  are 
not  all  that  we  could  wish.  I  am  not 
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going  to  inflict  many  figures  on  you, 
but  there  is  one  set  of  these  figures 
that  distresses  booklovers, — I  mean  the 
enormous  place  that  fiction  occupies  in 
the  books  that  are  taken  out.  In  one 
great  town  in  the  North  prose  fiction 
forms  76  per  cent,  of  all  the  books  lent. 
In  another  great  town  prose  fiction  is 
82  per  cent.;  in  a  third  84  per  cent.;  and 
in  a  fourth  67  per  cent.  I  had  the 
curiosity  to  see  what  happens  in  the 
libraries  of  the  United  States ;  and 
there — supposing  the  system  of  cata¬ 
loguing  and  enumeration  to  be  the 
same — they  are  a  trifle  more  serious 
in  their  taste  than  we  are ;  where  our 
average  is  about  70  per  cent.,  at  a  place 
like  Chicago  it  is  only  about  60  per 
cent.  In  Scotland,  too,  it  ought  to  be 
said  that  they  have  a  better  average 
in  respect  to  prose  fiction.  There  is  a 
larger  demand  for  books  called  seri¬ 
ous  than  in  England.  And  I  suspect, 
though  I  do  not  know,  that  one  reason 
why  there  is  in  Scotland  a  greater  de- 
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mand  for  the  more  serious  classes  of 
literature  than  fiction,  is  that  in  the 
Scotch  Universities  there  are  what  we 
have  not  in  England  —  well  -  attended 
chairs  of  literature,  systematically  and 
methodically  studied.  Do  not  let  it 
be  supposed  that  I  at  all  underrate  the 
value  of  fiction.  On  the  contrary,  when 
a  man  has  done  a  hard  day’s  work, 
what  can  he  do  better  than  fall  to  and 
read  the  novels  of  Walter  Scott,  or 
the  Brontes,  or  Mrs  Gaskell,  or  some 
of  our  living  writers.  I  am  rather  a 
voracious  reader  of  fiction  myself.  I 
do  not,  therefore,  point  to  it  as  a  re¬ 
proach  or  as  a  source  of  discourage¬ 
ment,  that  fiction  takes  so  large  a  place 
in  the  objects  of  literary  interest.  I 
only  suggest  that  it  is  much  too  large, 
and  we  should  be  better  pleased  if  it 
sank  to  about  40  per  cent.,  and  what 
is  classified  as  general  literature  rose 
from  13  to  25  per  cent. 

There  are  other  complaints  of  litera¬ 
ture  as  an  object  of  interest  in  this 
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country.  I  was  reading  the  other  day 
an  essay  by  the  late  head  of  my  old 
college  at  Oxford,  that  very  learned 
and  remarkable  man  Mark  Pattison, 
who  was  a  booklover  if  ever  there  was 
one.  He  complained  that  the  book¬ 
seller’s  bill  in  the  ordinary  English 
middle  class  family  is  shamefully  small. 
It  appeared  to  him  to  be  monstrous 
that  a  man  who  is  earning  £1000  a 
year  should  spend  less  than  £1  a  week 
on  books  —  that  is  to  say,  less  than 
a  shilling  in  the  pound  per  annum. 
I  know  that  Chancellors  of  the  Ex¬ 
chequer  take  from  us  8d.  or  6d.  in  the 
pound,  and  I  am  not  sure  that  they 
always  use  it  as  wisely  as  if  they  left 
us  to  spend  it  on  books.  Still,  a  shilling 
in  the  pound  to  be  spent  on  books  by  a 
clerk  who  earns  a  couple  of  hundred 
pounds  a  year,  or  by  a  workman  who 
earns  a  quarter  of  that  sum,  is  rather 
more,  I  think,  than  can  be  reasonably 
expected.  A  man  does  not  really  need 
to  have  a  great  many  books.  Pattison 
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said  that  nobody  who  respected  him¬ 
self  could  have  less  than  1000  volumes. 
He  pointed  out  that  you  can  stack 
1000  octavo  volumes  in  a  bookcase 
that  shall  be  13  feet  by  10  feet,  and 
6  inches  deep,  and  that  everybody  has 
that  small  amount  of  space  at  disposal. 
Still  the  point  is  not  that  men  should 
have  a  great  many  books,  but  that 
they  should  have  the  right  ones,  and 
that  they  should  use  those  that  they 
have.  We  may  all  agree  in  lamenting 
that  there  are  so  many  houses — even 
some  of  considerable  social  pretension 
— where  you  will  not  find  a  good 
atlas,  a  good  dictionary,  or  a  good 
cyclopaedia  of  reference.  What  is  still 
more  lamentable,  in  a  good  many  more 
houses  where  these  books  are,  they  are 
never  referred  to  or  opened.  That  is  a 
very  discreditable  fact,  because  I  defy 
anybody  to  take  up  a  single  copy  of 
the  ‘Times’  newspaper  and  not  come 
upon  something  in  it,  upon  which,  if 
their  interest  in  the  affairs  of  the  day 

355 


LITERARY  ESSAYS 


were  active,  intelligent,  and  alert,  as 
it  ought  to  be,  they  would  consult 
an  atlas,  dictionary,  or  cyclopaedia  of 
reference. 

No  sensible  person  can  suppose  for 
a  single  moment  that  everybody  is 
born  with  the  ability  for  using  books, 
for  reading  and  studying  literature. 
Certainly  not  everybody  is  born  with 
the  capacity  of  being  a  great  scholar. 
All  people  are  no  more  born  great 
scholars  like  Gibbon  and  Bentley,  than 
they  are  all  born  great  musicians  like 
Handel  and  Beethoven.  What  is  much 
worse  than  that,  many  come  into  the 
world  with  the  incapacity  of  reading, 
just  as  they  come  into  it  with  the  in¬ 
capacity  of  distinguishing  one  tune 
from  another.  To  them  I  have  no¬ 
thing  to  say.  Even  the  morning  paper 
is  too  much  for  them.  They  can  only 
skim  the  surface  even  of  that.  I  go 
further,  and  frankly  admit  that  the 
habit  and  power  of  reading  with  re¬ 
flection,  comprehension,  and  memory 

356 


ON  THE  STUDY  OF  LITERATURE 

all  alert  and  awake,  does  not  come  at 
once  to  the  natural  man  any  more 
than  many  other  sovereign  virtues 
come  to  that  interesting  creature. 
What  I  do  venture  to  press  upon  you  is, 
that  it  requires  no  preterhuman  force 
of  will  in  any  young  man  or  woman 
— unless  household  circumstances  are 
more  than  usually  vexatious  and  un¬ 
favourable — to  get  at  least  half  an  hour 
out  of  a  solid  busy  day  for  good  and 
disinterested  reading.  Some  will  say 
that  this  is  too  much  to  expect,  and 
the  first  persons  to  say  it,  I  venture  to 
predict,  will  be  those  who  waste  their 
time  most.  At  any  rate,  if  I  cannot 
get  half  an  hour,  I  will  be  content  with 
a  quarter.  Now,  in  half  an  hour  I 
fancy  you  can  read  fifteen  or  twenty 
pages  of  Burke;  or  you  can  read  one 
of  Wordsworth’s  masterpieces — say  the 
lines  on  Tintern;  or  say,  one  third — if 
a  scholar,  in  the  original,  and  if  not, 
in  a  translation — of  a  book  of  the  Iliad 
or  the  iEneid.  I  do  not  think  that  I 
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am  filling  the  half  hour  too  full.  But 
try  for  yourselves  what  you  can  read 
in  half  an  hour.  Then  multiply  the 
half-hour  by  365,  and  consider  what 
treasures  you  might  have  laid  by  at 
the  end  of  the  year;  and  what  happi¬ 
ness,  fortitude,  and  wisdom  they  would 
have  given  you  during  all  the  days  of 
your  life. 

I  will  not  take  up  your  time  by  ex¬ 
plaining  the  various  mechanical  con¬ 
trivances  and  aids  to  successful  study. 
They  are  not  to  be  despised  by  those 
who  wovild  extract  the  most  from 
books.  Many  people  think  of  know¬ 
ledge  as  of  money.  They  would  like 
knowledge,  but  cannot  face  the  perse¬ 
verance  and  self-denial  that  go  to  the 
acquisition  of  it.  The  wise  student  will 
do  most  of  his  reading  with  a  pen  or  a 
pencil  in  his  hand.  He  will  not  shrink 
from  the  useful  toil  of  making  abstracts 
and  summaries  of  what  he  is  reading. 
Sir  William  Hamilton  was  a  strong 
advocate  for  underscoring  books  of 
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study.  ‘  Intelligent  underlining,’  he 
said,  ‘gave  a  kind  of  abstract  of  an 
important  work,  and  by  the  use  of 
different  coloured  inks  to  mark  a  differ¬ 
ence  of  contents,  and  discriminate  the 
doctrinal  from  the  historical  or  illustra¬ 
tive  elements  of  an  argument  or  ex¬ 
position,  the  abstract  became  an  analysis 
very  serviceable  for  ready  reference.’ 
This  assumes,  as  Hamilton  said,  that 
the  book  to  be  operated  on  is  your  own, 
and  perhaps  is  rather  too  elaborate  a 
counsel  of  perfection  for  most  of  us. 
Again,  some  great  men — Gibbon  was 
one,  and  Daniel  Webster  was  another, 
and  the  great  Lord  Strafford  was  a 
third — always  before  reading  a  book 
made  a  short,  rough  analysis  of  the 
questions  which  they  expected  to  be 
answered  in  it,  the  additions  to  be 
made  to  their  knowledge,  and  whither 
it  would  take  them. 

‘  After  glancing  my  eye,’  says  Gibbon, 
‘  over  the  design  and  order  of  a  new 
book,  I  suspended  the  perusal  until  I 
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had  finished  the  task  of  self-examina¬ 
tion  ;  till  I  had  revolved  in  a  solitary 
walk  all  that  I  knew  or  believed  or  had 
thought  on  the  subject  of  the  whole 
work  or  of  some  particular  chapter  :  I 
was  then  qualified  to  discern  how  much 
the  author  added  to  my  original  stock  ; 
and  if  I  was  sometimes  satisfied  by  the 
agreement,  I  was  sometimes  armed  by 
the  opposition,  of  our  ideas.’ 

I  have  sometimes  tried  that  way  of 
steadying  and  guiding  attention ;  and 
I  commend  it  to  you.  I  need  not  tell 
you  that  you  will  find  that  most  books 
worth  reading  once  are  worth  reading 
twice,  and — what  is  most  important  of 
all — the  masterpieces  of  literature  are 
worth  reading  a  thousand  times.  It  is 
a  great  mistake  to  think  that  because 
you  have  read  a  masterpiece  once  or 
twice,  or  ten  times,  therefore  you  have 
done  with  it.  Because  it  is  a  master¬ 
piece,  you  ought  to  live  with  it,  and 
make  it  part  of  your  daily  life.  Another 
practice  is  that  of  keeping  a  common- 

360 


ON  THE  STUDY  OF  LITERATURE 

place  book,  and  transcribing  into  it 
what  is  striking  and  interesting  and 
suggestive.  And  if  you  keep  it  wisely, 
as  Locke  has  taught  us,  you  will  put 
every  entry  under  a  head,  division,  or 
subdivision.  This  is  an  excellent  prac¬ 
tice  for  concentrating  your  thought  on 
the  passage  and  making  you  alive  to 
its  real  point  and  significance.  Here, 
however,  the  high  authority  of  Gibbon 
is  against  us.  He  refuses  ‘  strenuously 
to  recommend.’  ‘  The  action  of  the 
pen,’  he  says,  ‘  will  doubtless  imprint  an 
idea  on  the  mind  as  well  as  on  the 
paper;  but  I  much  question  whether 
the  benefits  of  this  laborious  method 
are  adequate  to  the  waste  of  time ;  and 
I  must  agree  with  Dr  Johnson  (‘Idler,’ 
No.  74)  that  “what  is  twice  read  is  com¬ 
monly  better  remembered  than  what  is 
transcribed.”  ’ 

Various  correspondents  have  asked 
me  to  say  something  about  those  lists 
of  a  hundred  books  that  have  been 
circulating  through  the  world  within 
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the  last  few  months.  I  have  examined 
some  of  these  lists  with  considerable 
care,  and  whatever  else  may  be  said  of 
them — and  I  speak  of  them  with  de¬ 
ference  and  reserve,  because  men  for 
whom  one  must  have  a  regard  have 
compiled  them — they  do  not  seem  to 
me  to  be  calculated  either  to  create  or 
satisfy  a  wise  taste  for  literature  in  any 
very  worthy  sense.  To  fill  a  man  with  a 
hundred  parcels  of  heterogeneous  scraps 
from  the  *  Mahabharata,’  and  the  ‘  She- 
king,’  down  to  ‘  Pickwick  ’  and  ‘  White’s 
Selborne,’  may  pass  the  time,  but  I 
cannot  perceive  how  it  would  strengthen 
or  instruct  or  delight.  For  instance, 
it  is  a  mistake  to  think  that  every  book 
that  has  a  great  name  in  the  history  of 
books  or  of  thought  is  worth  reading. 
Some  of  the  most  famous  books  are 
least  worth  reading.  Their  fame  was 
due  to  their  doing  something  that 
needed  in  their  day  to  be  done.  The 
work  done,  the  virtue  of  the  book  ex¬ 
pires.  Again,  I  agree  with  those  who 
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say  that  the  steady  working  down  one 
of  these  lists  would  end  in  the  manu¬ 
facture  of  that  obnoxious  product — the 
prig.  A  prig  has  been  defined  as  an 
animal  that  is  overfed  for  its  size.  I 
think  that  these  bewildering  mis¬ 
cellanies  would  lead  to  an  immense 
quantity  of  that  kind  of  overfeeding. 
The  object  of  reading  is  not  to  dip  into 
everything  that  even  wise  men  have  ever 
written.  In  the  words  of  one  of  the  most 
winning  writers  of  English  that  ever 
existed — Cardinal  Newman — the  object 
of  literature  in  education  is  to  open  the 
mind,  to  correct  it,  to  refine  it,  to  en¬ 
able  it  to  comprehend  and  digest  its 
knowledge,  to  give  it  power  over  its 
own  faculties,  application,  flexibility, 
method,  critical  exactness,  sagacity, 
address,  and  expression.  These  are  the 
objects  of  that  intellectual  perfection 
which  a  literary  education  is  destined 
to  give.  I  will  not  venture  on  a  list  of 
a  hundred  books,  but  will  recommend 
you  instead  to  one  book  well  worthy  of 
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your  attention.  Those  who  are  curious 
as  to  what  they  should  read  in  the 
region  of  pure  literature  will  do  well  to 
peruse  Mr  Frederic  Harrison’s  admir¬ 
able  volume,  called  ‘  The  Choice  of 
Books.’  You  will  find  there  as  much 
wise  thought,  eloquently  and  brilliantly 
put,  as  in  any  volume  of  its  size  and  on 
its  subject,  whether  it  be  in  the  list 
of  a  hundred  or  not. 

Let  me  pass  to  another  topic.  We 
are  often  asked  whether  it  is  best  to 
study  subjects,  or  authors,  or  books. 
Well,  I  think  that  is  like  most  of  the 
stock  questions  with  which  the  perverse 
ingenuity  of  mankind  torments  itself. 
There  is  no  universal  and  exclusive 
answer.  My  own  answer  is  a  very  plain 
one.  It  is  sometimes  best  to  study 
books,  sometimes  authors,  and  some¬ 
times  subjects ;  but  at  all  times  it  is 
best  to  study  authors,  subjects,  and 
books  in  connection  with  one  another. 
Whether  you  make  your  first  approach 
from  interest  in  an  author  or  in  a  book, 
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the  fruit  will  be  only  half  gathered  if 
you  leave  off  without  new  ideas  and 
clearer  lights  both  on  the  man  and  the 
matter.  One  of  the  noblest  master¬ 
pieces  in  the  literature  of  civil  and 
political  wisdom  is  to  be  found  in 
Burke’s  three  performances  on  the 
American  war — his  speech  on  Taxation 
in  1774,  on  Conciliation  in  1775,  and  his 
letter  to  the  Sheriffs  of  Bristol  in  1777. 
I  can  only  repeat  to  you  what  I  have 
been  saying  in  print  and  out  of  it  for 
a  good  many  years,  and  what  I  believe 
more  firmly  as  observation  is  enlarged 
by  time  and  occasion,  that  these  three 
pieces  are  the  most  perfect  manual  in 
all  literature  for  the  study  of  great 
affairs,  whether  for  the  purpose  of 
knowledge  or  action.  ‘They  are  an 
example,’  as  I  have  said  before  now,  *  an 
example  without  fault  of  all  the  quali¬ 
ties  which  the  critic,  whether  a  theorist 
or  an  actor,  of  great  political  situations 
should  strive  by  night  and  by  day  to 
possess.  If  their  subject  were  as  remote 
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as  the  quarrel  between  the  Corinthians 
and  Corcyra,  or  the  war  between  Rome 
and  the  Allies,  instead  of  a  conflict  to 
which  the  world  owes  the  opportunity 
of  one  of  the  most  important  of  political 
experiments,  we  should  still  have  every¬ 
thing  to  learn  from  the  author’s  treat¬ 
ment  ;  the  vigorous  grasp  of  masses  of 
compressed  detail,  the  wide  illumination 
from  great  principles  of  human  ex¬ 
perience,  the  strong  and  masculine 
feeling  for  the  two  great  political  ends 
of  Justice  and  Freedom,  the  large  and 
generous  interpretation  of  expediency, 
the  morality,  the  vision,  the  noble 
temper.’  No  student  worthy  of  the 
name  will  lay  aside  these  pieces,  so 
admirable  in  their  literary  expression, 
so  important  for  history,  so  rich  in  the 
lessons  of  civil  wisdom,  until  he  has 
found  out  something  from  other  sources 
as  to  the  circumstances  from  which 
such  writings  arose,  and  as  to  the  man 
whose  resplendent  genius  inspired  them. 
There  are  great  personalities  like  Burke 
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who  march  through  history  with  voices 
like  a  clarion  trumpet  and  something 
like  the  glitter  of  swords  in  their  hands. 
They  are  as  interesting  as  their  work. 
Contact  with  them  warms  and  kindles 
the  mind.  You  will  not  be  content, 
after  reading  one  of  these  pieces,  with¬ 
out  knowing  the  character  and  person¬ 
ality  of  the  man  who  conceived  it,  and 
until  you  have  spent  an  hour  or  two — 
and  an  hour  or  two  will  go  a  long  way 
with  Biirke  still  fresh  in  your  mind 
— over  other  compositions  in  political 
literature,  over  Bacon’s  civil  pieces,  or 
Machiavelli’s  ‘  Prince,’  and  others  in  the 
same  order  of  thought. 

This  points  to  the  right  answer  to 
another  question  that  is  constantly 
asked.  We  are  constantly  asked 
whether  desultory  reading  is  among 
things  lawful  and  permitted.  May 
we  browse  at  large  in  a  library,  as 
Johnson  said,  or  is  it  forbidden  to 
open  a  book  without  a  definite  aim 
and  fixed  expectations?  I  am  for  a 
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compromise.  If  a  man  has  once  got 
his  general  point  of  view,  if  he  has 
striven  with  success  to  place  himself 
at  the  centre,  what  follows  is  of  less 
consequence.  If  he  has  got  in  his 
head  a  good  map  of  the  country,  he 
may  ramble  at  large  with  impunity. 
If  he  has  once  well  and  truly  laid  the 
foundations  of  a  methodical,  system¬ 
atic  habit  of  mind,  what  he  reads 
will  find  its  way  to  its  proper  place. 
If  his  intellect  is  in  good  order,  he 
will  find  in  every  quarter  something 
to  assimilate  and  something  that  will 
nourish. 

Next  I  am  going  to  deal  with  another 
question,  with  which  perhaps  I  ought 
to  have  started.  What  is  literature? 
It  has  often  been  defined.  Emerson 
says  it  is  a  record  of  the  best 
thoughts.  ‘  By  literature,’  says  an¬ 
other  author,  ‘we  mean  the  written 
thoughts  and  feelings  of  intelligent 
men  and  women  arranged  in  a  way 
that  shall  give  pleasure  to  the  reader.’ 
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A  third  account  is  ‘  that  the  aim  of 
a  student  of  literature  is  to  know  the 
best  that  has  been  thought  in  the 
world.’  Definitions  always  appear  to 
me  in  these  things  to  be  in  the  nature 
of  vanity.  I  feel  that  the  attempt  to 
be  compact  in  the  definition  of  litera¬ 
ture  ends  in  something  that  is  rather 
meagre,  partial,  starved,  and  unsatis¬ 
factory.  I  turn  to  the  answer  given  by 
a  great  French  writer  to  a  question  not 
quite  the  same,  viz.  ‘  What  is  a  classic  ?  ’ 
Literature  consists  of  a  whole  body 
of  classics  in  the  true  sense  of  the 
word,  and  a  classic,  as  Sainte-Beuve 
defines  him,  is  an  ‘author  who  has 
enriched  the  human  mind,  who  has 
really  added  to  its  treasure,  who 
has  got  it  to  take  a  step  further ; 
who  has  discovered  some  unequivocal 
moral  truth,  or  penetrated  to  some 
eternal  passion,  in  that  heart  of  man 
where  it  seemed  as  though  all  were 
known  and  explored,  who  has  pro¬ 
duced  his  thought,  or  his  observation, 
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or  his  invention  under  some  form,  no 
matter  what,  so  it  be  great,  large, 
acute,  and  reasonable,  sane  and  beauti¬ 
ful  in  itself ;  who  has  spoken  to  all 
in  a  style  of  his  own,  yet  a  style 
which  finds  itself  the  style  of  every¬ 
body, — in  a  style  that  is  at  once  new 
and  antique,  and  is  the  contemporary 
of  all  the  ages.’  Another  Frenchman, 
Doudan,  who  died  in  1872,  has  an 
excellent  passage  on  the  same  sub¬ 
ject:— 

‘  The  man  of  letters  properly  so 
called  is  a  rather  singular  being :  he 
does  not  look  at  things  exactly  with 
his  own  eyes,  he  has  not  impressions 
of  his  own,  we  could  not  discover  the 
imagination  with  which  he  started. 
’Tis  a  tree  on  which  have  been  grafted 
Homer,  Virgil,  Milton,  Dante,  Petrarch  ; 
hence  have  grown  peculiar  flowers 
which  are  not  natural,  and  yet  which 
are  not  artificial.  Study  has  given  to 
the  man  of  letters  something  of  the 
reverie  of  Rene;  with  Homer  he  has 
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looked  upon  the  plain  of  Troy,  and 
there  has  remained  in  his  brain  some 
of  the  light  of  the  Grecian  sky;  he 
has  taken  a  little  of  the  pensive  lustre 
of  Virgil,  as  he  wanders  by  his  side 
on  the  slopes  of  the  Aventine ;  he 
sees  the  world  as  Milton  saw  it, 
through  the  grey  mists  of  England, 
as  Dante  saw  it,  through  the  clear 
and  glowing  light  of  Italy.  Of  all 
these  colours  he  composes  for  himself 
a  colour  that  is  unique  and  his  own ; 
from  all  these  glasses  by  which  his 
life  passes  on  its  journey  to  the  real 
world,  there  is  formed  a  special  tint, 
and  that  is  what  makes  the  imagina¬ 
tion  of  men  of  letters.’ 

At  a  single  hearing  you  may  not 
take  all  that  in;  but  if  you  should 
have  any  opportunity  of  recurring  to 
it,  you  will  find  this  a  satisfactory, 
full,  and  instructive  account  of  what 
is  a  classic,  and  will  find  in  it  a  full 
and  satisfactory  account  of  what  those 
who  have  thought  most  on  literature 
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hope  to  get  from  it,  and  most  would 
desire  to  confer  upon  others  by  it. 
Literature  consists  of  all  the  books — 
and  they  are  not  so  many  —  where 
moral  truth  and  human  passion  are 
touched  with  a  certain  largeness, 
sanity,  and  attraction  of  form.  My 
notion  of  the  literary  student  is  one 
who  through  books  explores  the 
strange  voyages  of  man’s  moral 
reason,  the  impulses  of  the  human 
heart,  the  chances  and  changes  that 
have  overtaken  human  ideals  of  virtue 
and  happiness,  of  conduct  and  manners, 
and  the  shifting  fortunes  of  great  con¬ 
ceptions  of  truth  and  virtue.  Poets, 
dramatists,  humorists,  satirists,  masters 
of  fiction,  the  great  preachers,  the 
character-writers,  the  maxim-writers, 
the  great  political  orators — they  are 
all  literature  in  so  far  as  they  teach 
us  to  know  man  and  to  know  human 
nature.  This  is  what  makes  literature, 
rightly  sifted  and  selected  and  rightly 
studied,  not  the  mere  elegant  trifling 
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that  it  is  so  often  and  so  erroneously 
supposed  to  be,  but  a  proper,  instru¬ 
ment  for  a  systematic  training  of  the 
imagination  and  sympathies,  and  of 
a  genial  and  varied  moral  sensibility. 

From  this  point  of  view  let  me 
remind  you  that  books  are  not  the 
products  of  accident  and  caprice.  As 
Goethe  said,  if  you  would  understand 
an  author,  you  must  understand  his 
age.  The  same  thing  is  just  as  true 
of  a  book.  If  you  would  fully  com¬ 
prehend  it,  you  must  know  the  age. 
There  is  an  order ;  there  are  causes 
and  relations  between  great  composi- 
sions  and  the  societies  in  which  they 
have  emerged.  Just  as  the  naturalist 
strives  to  understand  and  to  explain 
the  distribution  of  plants  and  animals 
over  the  surface  of  the  globe,  to  con¬ 
nect  their  presence  or  their  absence 
with  the  great  geological,  climatic,  and 
oceanic  changes,  so  the  student  of 
literature,  if  he  be  wise,  undertakes 
an  ordered  and  connected  survey  of 
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ideas,  of  tastes,  of  sentiments,  of  im¬ 
agination,  of  humour,  of  invention,  as 
they  affect  and  as  they  are  affected 
by  the  ever  changing  experiences  of 
human  nature,  and  the  manifold  varia¬ 
tions  that  time  and  circumstances  are 
incessantly  working  in  human  society. 

Those  who  are  possessed,  and  desire 
to  see  others  possessed,  by  that  con¬ 
ception  of  literary  study  must  watch 
with  the  greatest  sympathy  and  ad¬ 
miration  the  efforts  of  those  who  are 
striving  so  hard,  and,  I  hope,  so  suc¬ 
cessfully,  to  bring  the  systematic  and 
methodical  study  of  our  own  litera¬ 
ture,  in  connection  with  other  litera¬ 
tures,  among  subjects  for  teaching  and 
examination  in  the  Universities  of 
Oxford  and  Cambridge.  I  regard 
those  efforts  with  the  liveliest  interest 
and  sympathy.  Everybody  agrees  that 
an  educated  man  ought  to  have  a 
general  notion  of  the  course  of  the 
great  outward  events  of  European 
history.  So,  too,  an  educated  man 
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ought  to  have  a  general  notion  of 
the  course  of  all  those  inward  thoughts 
and  moods  which  find  their  expression 
in  literature.  I  think  that  in  cultivat¬ 
ing  the  study  of  literature,  as  I  have 
perhaps  too  laboriously  endeavoured 
to  define  it,  you  will  be  cultivating 
the  most  important  side  of  history. 
Knowledge  of  it  gives  stability  and 
substance  to  character.  It  furnishes  a 
view  of  the  ground  we  stand  on.  It 
builds  up  a  solid  backing  of  precedent 
and  experience.  It  teaches  us  where 
we  are.  It  protects  us  against  im¬ 
posture  and  surprise. 

Before  closing  I  should  like  to  say 
one  word  upon  the  practice  of  com¬ 
position.  I  have  suffered,  by  the 
chance  of  life,  many  things  from  the 
practice  of  composition.  It  has  been 
my  lot,  I  suppose,  to  read  more  un¬ 
published  work  than  any  one  else  in 
this  room. 

There  is  an  idea,  and,  I  venture  to 
think,  a  very  mistaken  idea,  that  you 
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cannot  have  a  taste  for  literature  un¬ 
less  you  are  yourself  an  author.  I 
make  bold  entirely  to  demur  to  that 
proposition.  It  is  practically  most 
mischievous,  and  leads  scores  and 
even  hundreds  of  people  to  waste 
their  time  in  the  most  unprofitable 
manner  that  the  wit  of  man  can 
devise,  on  work  in  which  they  can 
no  more  achieve  even  the  most  moder¬ 
ate  excellence  than  they  can  compose 
a  Ninth  Symphony  or  paint  a  Trans¬ 
figuration.  It  is  a  terrible  error  to 
suppose  that  because  one  is  happily 
able  to  relish  ‘Wordsworth’s  solemn- 
thoughted  idyll,  or  Tennyson’s  en¬ 
chanted  reverie,’  therefore  a  solemn 
mission  calls  you  to  run  off  to  write 
bad  verse  at  the  Lakes  or  the  Isle  of 
Wight.  I  beseech  you  not  all  to  turn 
to  authorship.  I  will  even  venture, 
with  all  respect  to  those  who  are 
teachers  of  literature,  to  doubt  the 
excellence  and  utility  of  the  practice 
of  over-much  essay-writing  and  corn- 
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position.  I  have  very  little  faith  in 
rules  of  style,  though  I  have  an  un¬ 
bounded  faith  in  the  virtue  of  cultivat¬ 
ing  direct  and  precise  expression.  But 
you  must  carry  on  the  operation  inside 
the  mind,  and  not  merely  by  practis¬ 
ing  literary  deportment  on  paper.  It 
is  not  everybody  who  can  command 
the  mighty  rhythm  of  the  greatest 
masters  of  human  speech.  But  every 
one  can  make  reasonably  sure  that  he 
knows  what  he  means,  and  whether 
he  has  found  the  right  word.  These 
are  internal  operations,  and  are  not 
forwarded  by  writing  for  writing’s 
sake.  Everybody  must  be  urgent  for 
attention  to  expression,  if  that  atten¬ 
tion  be  exercised  in  the  right  way. 
It  has  been  said  a  million  times  that 
the  foundation  of  right  expression  in 
speech  or  writing  is  sincerity.  That 
is  as  true  now  as  it  has  ever  been. 
Right  expression  is  a  part  of  character. 
As  somebody  has  said,  by  learning  to 
speak  with  precision,  you  learn  to 
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think  with  correctness;  and  the  way 
to  firm  and  vigorous  speech  lies 
through  the  cultivation  of  high  and 
noble  sentiments.  So  far  as  my  ob¬ 
servation  has  gone,  men  will  do  better 
if  they  seek  precision  by  studying  care¬ 
fully  and  with  an  open  mind  and  a 
vigilant  eye  the  great  models  of  writ¬ 
ing,  than  by  excessive  practice  of 
writing  on  their  own  account. 

Much  might  here  be  said  on  what  is 
one  of  the  most  important  of  all  the 
sides  of  literary  study.  I  mean  its 
effect  as  helping  to  preserve  the  dignity 
and  the  purity  of  the  English  language. 
That  noble  instrument  has  never  been 
exposed  to  such  dangers  as  those 
which  beset  it  to-day.  Domestic  slang, 
scientific  slang,  pseudo-aesthetic  affecta¬ 
tions,  hideous  importations  from  Ameri¬ 
can  newspapers,  all  bear  down  with 
horrible  force  upon  the  glorious  fabric 
which  the  genius  of  our  race  has  reared. 
I  will  say  nothing  of  my  own  on  this 
pressing  theme,  but  will  read  to  you  a 
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passage  of  weight  and  authority  from 
the  greatest  master  of  mighty  and 
beautiful  speech. 

‘  Whoever  in  a  state,’  said  Milton, 
‘  knows  how  wisely  to  form  the  manners 
of  men  and  to  rule  them  at  home  and 
in  war  with  excellent  institutes,  him  in 
the  first  place,  above  others,  I  should 
esteem  wrorthy  of  all  honour.  But  next 
to  him  the  man  who  strives  to  establish 
in  maxims  and  rules  the  method  and 
habit  of  speaking  and  writing  received 
from  a  good  age  of  the  nation,  and,  as 
it  were,  to  fortify  the  same  round  with 
a  kind  of  wall,  the  daring  to  overleap 
which  let  a  law  only  short  of  that  of 
Romulus  be  used  to  prevent.  .  .  .  The 
one,  as  I  believe,  supplies  noble  courage 
and  intrepid  counsels  against  an  enemy 
invading  the  territory.  The  other  takes 
to  himself  the  task  of  extirpating  and 
defeating,  by  means  of  a  learned  de¬ 
tective  police  of  ears,  and  a  light  band 
of  good  authors,  that  barbarism  which 
makes  large  inroads  upon  the  minds 
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of  men,  and  is  a  destructive  intestine 
enemy  of  genius.  Nor  is  it  to  be 
considered  of  small  consequence  what 
language,  pure  or  corrupt,  a  people 
has,  or  what  is  their  customary  degree 
of  propriety  in  speaking  it.  .  .  .  For, 
let  the  words  of  a  country  be  in  part 
unhandsome  and  offensive  in  them¬ 
selves,  in  part  debased  by  wear  and 
wrongly  uttered,  and  what  do  they 
declare,  but,  by  no  light  indication, 
that  the  inhabitants  of  that  country 
are  an  indolent,  idly-yawning  race, 
with  minds  already  long  prepared  for 
any  amount  of  servility  ?  On  the  other 
hand,  we  have  never  heard  that  any 
empire,  any  state,  did  not  at  least 
flourish  in  a  middling  degree  as  long 
as  its  own  liking  and  care  for  its 
language  lasted.’ 

The  probabilities  are  that  we  are 
now  coming  to  an  epoch  of  a  quieter 
style.  There  have  been  in  our  genera¬ 
tion  three  strong  masters  in  the  art 
of  prose  writing.  There  was,  first  of 
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all,  Carlyle,  there  was  Macaulay,  and 
there  is  Mr  Ruskin.  These  are  all 
giants,  and  they  have  the  rights  of 
giants.  But  I  do  not  believe  that  a 
greater  misfortune  can  befall  the  stu¬ 
dents  who  attend  classes  here,  than 
that  they  should  strive  to  write  like 
any  one  of  these  three  illustrious  men. 
I  think  it  is  the  worst  thing  that  can 
happen  to  them.  They  can  never  at¬ 
tain  to  the  high  mark  which  they 
have  set  before  themselves.  It  is  not 
everybody  who  can  bend  the  bow  of 
Ulysses,  and  most  men  only  do  them¬ 
selves  a  mischief  by  trying  to  bend  it. 
If  we  are  now  on  our  way  to  a  quieter 
style,  I  am  not  sorry  for  it.  Truth  is 
quiet.  Milton’s  phrase  ever  lingers  in 
our  minds  as  one  of  imperishable  beauty 
— where  he  regrets  that  he  is  drawn 
by  I  know  not  what,  from  beholding 
the  bright  countenance  of  truth  in  the 
quiet  and  still  air  of  delightful  studies. 
Moderation  and  judgment  are,  for 
most  purposes,  more  than  the  flash 
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and  the  glitter  even  of  the  genius. 
I  hope  that  your  professors  of  rhetoric 
will  teach  you  to  cultivate  that  golden 
art — the  steadfast  use  of  a  language  in 
which  truth  can  be  told ;  a  speech  that 
is  strong  by  natural  force,  and  not 
merely  effective  by  declamation ;  an 
utterance  without  trick,  without  affec¬ 
tation,  without  mannerisms,  without 
any  of  that  excessive  ambition  which 
overleaps  itself  as  disastrously  in  prose 
writing  as  in  so  many  other  things. 

I  will  detain  you  no  longer.  I  hope 
that  I  have  made  it  clear  that  we 
conceive  the  end  of  education  on  its 
literary  side  to  be  to  make  a  man  and 
not  a  cyclopaedia,  to  make  a  citizen  and 
not  an  album  of  elegant  extracts. 
Literature  does  not  end  with  know¬ 
ledge  of  forms,  with  inventories  of 
books  and  authors,  with  finding  the 
key  of  rhythm,  with  the  varying 
measure  of  the  stanza,  or  the  changes 
from  the  involved  and  sonorous  periods 
of  the  seventeenth  century  down  to  the 
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‘  staccato  ’  of  the  nineteenth,  or  all  the 
rest  of  the  technicalities  of  scholarship. 
Do  not  think  I  contemn  these.  They 
are  all  good  things  to  know,  but  they 
are  not  ends  in  themselves.  The  in¬ 
telligent  man,  says  Plato,  will  prize 
those  studies  which  result  in  his  soul 
getting  soberness,  righteousness,  and 
wisdom,  and  he  will  less  value  the 
others.  Literature  is  one  of  the  in¬ 
struments,  and  one  of  the  most  power¬ 
ful  instruments,  for  forming  character, 
for  giving  us  men  and  women  armed 
with  reason,  braced  by  knowledge, 
clothed  with  steadfastness  and  courage, 
and  inspired  by  that  public  spirit  and 
public  virtue  of  which  it  has  been  well 
said  that  they  are  the  brightest  orna¬ 
ments  of  the  mind  of  man.  Bacon  is 
right,  as  he  generally  is,  when  he  bids 
us  read  not  to  contradict  and  refute, 
nor  to  believe  and  take  for  granted, 
nor  to  find  talk  and  discourse,  but  to 
weigh  and  to  consider.  Yes,  let  us 
read  to  weigh  and  to  consider.  In  the 
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times  before  us  that  promise  or  threaten 
deep  political,  economical,  and  social 
controversy,  what  we  need  to  do  is 
to  induce  our  people  to  weigh  and  con¬ 
sider.  We  want  them  to  cultivate 
energy  without  impatience,  activity 
without  restlessness,  inflexibility  with¬ 
out  ill-humour.  I  am  not  going  to 
preach  to  you  any  artificial  stoicism. 
I  am  not  going  to  preach  to  you 
any  indifference  to  money,  or  to  the 
pleasures  of  social  intercourse,  or  to 
the  esteem  and  good-will  of  our  neigh¬ 
bours,  or  to  any  other  of  the  consola¬ 
tions  and  necessities  of  life.  But,  after 
all,  the  thing  that  matters  most,  both 
for  happiness  and  for  duty,  is  that  we 
should  strive  habitually  to  live  with 
wise  thoughts  and  right  feelings. 
Literature  helps  us  more  than  other 
studies  to  this  most  blessed  companion¬ 
ship  of  wise  thoughts  and  right  feelings, 
and  so  I  have  taken  this  opportunity 
of  earnestly  commending  it  to  your 
interest  and  care. 
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